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Introduction
These conversations began with two friendships. In 1972 Professor Charles
Crawford, Director of the Oral History Research Office at Memphis State University,
suggested that a series of interviews with Southern writers be undertaken, perhaps to
add a literary touch to the odd but appealing diversity of ongoing projects under his
direction. Oral History at Memphis State reflects an array of academic and not-soacademic interests, from a living history of the Tennessee Valley Authority to the
spoken record of Memphis jazz and blues, each project dedicated to the preservation of
the story in human history as it is uniquely recorded in the minds of its actors. The
invitation to record on tape the Southern writer's story, through the dramatic interplay
of seriatim conversation, was easy to accept, especially for an enthusiastic amateur.
Professor Crawford's own enthusiasm, his and his secretary Brenda Meier's neverfailing help, and the flexibility offered by such a do-it-yourself venture have sustained
that early pleasure.
Another, older friendship offered further motivation and ideal material for history
by recorded speech. Reynolds Price had been a friend, on the page and in person, since
at least 1968. His early novels, A Long and Happy Life (1962) and A Generous Man
(1966), and the early stories collected as The Names and Faces of Heroes (1963),
nurtured in common soil and in the common tongue of rural North Carolina, were
established resources of the New Literary South when the friendship began. Since then,
other books have enriched that common ground and enhanced that reputation. By
1974, conversations with Reynolds Price seemed not only worth continuing, but worth
printing as well. Thus this volume, produced with the generous help of Dewey Pruett,
former Curator of the Mississippi Valley Collection of the John Blister Library at
Memphis State University, and Jim Simmons of the Memphis State University Press.
Special thanks are due Sharon Hesse and Brenda Meier, who transcribed the
conversations.
The five conversations cover an active two year period, from June 1973 to June 1975,
when Reynolds Price was at work on what is now his longest and most demanding
novel. All took place in the writer's home on forty acres of tamed forest and
pastureland near Durham, North Carolina. Duke University, where he teaches, and
the University of North Carolina at nearby Chapel Hill, where the friendship began,
are silent but strong points of personal reference. Points of topical reference in the talks
are many. Like Mr. Price's living room, they reflect a life and an art of subtle
complexity, organized by sustaining loves and allegiances, looking out on the world
with a wide and luminous vision. Special prominence is of course given to other novels
and stories and essays by the writer's hand: Love and Work (1968), Permanent Errors
(1970), Things Themselves (1972) and, for the reason already mentioned, The Surface
of Earth (1975).
The talking relationship with Reynolds Price has, for Oral History at Memphis
State, been a happy coincidence. He is a master teacher as well as writer. He is a writerabout-fiction as well as fictionist who speaks forcefully about his chosen craft and his

given culture. He talks of the South because he grew up there, and has lived elsewhere.
He talks of contemporary writers when he talks of the classical novel and its tradition,
because he knows both. He talks candidly of self, of society, and of the arts, even
(perhaps especially) when one runs against the other's grain. Like his views, the voice
that expresses them is deep, strong, and carefully gauged. He has been a wise and
willing conspirator in an act of breaking silence—a silence which, for more than one
modern writer, has separated the life from the work and from the world.
These edited conversations should have some value both for general and for
scholarly interests, in the several contexts which they touch: Southern culture and
letters; American history and writing in the twentieth century; world literature,
especially the novel, in its richest traditions. Their themes are many, but not random.
Though unrehearsed, they have Mr. Price's impulse for order and illumination. And
whether their reader is listening for clues to his life and work, or looking for some light
on the larger contexts, they record one writer's voice in moments of truth and humor.
For that they were well worth doing and are here preserved.
William E. Ray
August 1975
Wake Forest University
Winston-Salem, North Carolina

Conversation 1
Durham, North Carolina
June 18, 1973

RAY:

Mr. Price, it is often suggested that the Southern writer's life is perhaps more
important to him as material or basis for his fiction than anything else. Can
you think of anything in your background, growing up in the South in your time and
your way, that had to be expressed in fiction or was expressed uniquely in fiction?
PRICE: I never quite thought of Southern writing or Southern writers in that
particular way. I suppose part of what you're saying is that people who live in
an essentially rural society or a society of small towns and villages are dependent, are
enormously dependent, upon the resources of self and family, of very small groups, of
groups consisting perhaps of no more than five or six people, if that; that the pressures
of the government, politics, larger movements of peoples, and of societies in general,
have not perhaps impinged as directly upon the South, certainly at least since the Civil
War, as they have upon citizens of Manhattan. I'm not sure all that's true, but hearing
you ask the question makes me think that.
RAY:

Was your own family a small one and as closely knit as one thinks of a
Southern family?

PRICE: It was rather large. Both my parents were from small towns. My father was
from Warrenton, North Carolina, a small town in the northeastern part of
the state, which had been a very important town in North Carolina politics in the late
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. It was the home of Nathaniel Macon, who
was Speaker of the House under Thomas Jefferson, and had been quite a center.
Warrenton is now, presently, a town of perhaps fewer than 2,000 people.
Macon, which is five miles away, was my mother's home town, the town in
which I was born. Macon is presently a town of fewer than 200 people and has always
been roughly that size.
I don't know that I could say any particular thing that, as generalization,
would set my childhood, my experience with family, very much apart from what I take
to have been the experience of other Southern writers. Obviously, there are an
enormous number of details, both of fact and personal feeling, in my case, which have
emerged in my work, either directly in the form of autobiographical fact or in some sort
of more metaphorical or allegorical form—forms about many of which I am obviously
unconscious.
I do think that as far as I know about the backgrounds of other Southern
writers and really of other American writers in general, my family background is rather
typical—relatively small-town, intensely based upon the relationships existing
between tightly knit family-groups, paternal and maternal families who had known
one another for decades, operating within the framework of small towns (even of
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villages in the case of my mother's family), resolutely middle-class in income and in
outlook, Protestant (in the case of my mother's family, Methodist; in the case of my
father's family, Episcopalian and Baptist).
My mother's father worked for the Seaboard Railroad as station
keeper—station manager—in Macon for most of his life, and most of her brothers then
proceeded to Norfolk, Virginia and worked in various capacities for the Seaboard
there. My father's father, Edward Price, was a clerk in the Registry of Deeds in Warren
County for a number of years.
It sounds to me very much like the lives of other Southern writers that I've
known—in my case, at least, a grandfather who himself remembered and suffered the
effects of the Civil War, Grandfather Price. My own father and my mother, of course,
suffered very much the effects of the Great Depression in the thirties. In many ways a
very typical writer's family, it would seem to me—perhaps most importantly, a family
in which the children were tolerated in close proximity to the adults. And though there
were nurses and maids and cooks of one sort or another almost universally present in
the various households of my family—black women, occasional black men as
gardeners—though there were those figures always there to tend the children to some
degree, we were never reared by nurses or governesses of any sort; we were reared by
our parents and aunts and uncles. I remember very much as a child resisting the
company of other children whenever I had the choice of children or adults. The adults
were always having to shoo me out of the house on a Sunday afternoon because I'd
much prefer to sit at their feet and listen to them retell the family stories and
jokes—much preferred that to going outside racing round in the dust with other
children. I don't know that there's anything unusual about that.
RAY:

It doesn't sound very unusual; and that leads to another question that I would
like to ask, without considering the larger implications of the relationship of
history to story. The question is: is it more important for a writer like yourself to have a
family like that and to be the conduit or expression of a culture than to have a personal
history—a personal crucifixion, if need be—to make you write, to provide the impetus
for whatever expression narrative fiction necessarily entails? Is the surrounding, the
environment, the upbringing, the ambience of your early life more important than the
particular emotional or psychological impulse that has made you write?
PRICE: Well, it's an interesting question; but I would think it's fairly certain to be
unanswerable in any sane fashion because it raises the whole basic conflict of
psychology—of training, nurture—versus character, innate endowment.
My own conviction, at this point in my life, would be that people are what
they are because of who they are in a rather narrow sense, because of who their genetic
precursors happened to be. The longer I live—and I'm forty now—the more I begin to
see, or at least begin to believe that I see, that the basic facts about me are conditioned
largely by the fact that I am a Price and a Rodwell (my mother's family). My parents
are dead but I can go back to Warren County now and meet my father's sisters, my
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mother's surviving sister there, various cousins, and feel immediately at home with
them in a way which has nothing to do with present compatibility but with the simple
fact that to some very large extent we are simply the same sort of animal. We're the
same sort of animal because we have the same kind of chemical predispositioning.
I really do believe that; and my feeling, as a rank amateur to science and as
someone who simply reads the latest developments on genetics in Newsweek magazine,
is that we're coming round much more now to a revival of faith in genetic
preconditioning of a sort which was quite popular when I was a child. People were
always being told in the thirties that you had inherited so-and-so from your father or
your grandmother; so-and-so had cancer because her mother had cancer. Then we
went through the forties and fifties in which absolutely everyone was supposed to have
sprung fully grown from the brow of Time. Now I think we're coming much more
solidly to a view that people have a severe set of conditions punched into their systems
when they're born, through the DNA molecule if nothing else.
This is certainly not to say that there aren't enormous amounts of pressure
applied to those physical realities, those chemical realities, which can pull it, shape it,
mold it, perhaps even to some extent basically alter it. But it has been very much my
feeling—and I've been rather surprised by the feeling in the last few years—that I find
myself lapsing into Pricedom to some extent: a fairly comfortable feeling to think that
the things I don't like about myself are largely the result of my carrying in my body
certain molecules from Wales and England, about which I can essentially do nothing.
RAY:

You're talking about fatalism, a kind ol chemical determination. I wonder if
it's present in such a writer as Faulkner. Are Faulkner's Southerners fa ted
within a fated circle, finally, even those who seem to escape? Quentin Compsoh, for
example, never can escape. Is this one great Faulknerian theme? And is it a theme
shared by you or by other Southern writers whom you admire and know?
PRICE: As you know, I'm not nearly the Faulkner scholar I should be—there are
probably half the novels of Faulkner which I haven't read. My guess would
be that there is a burdensome sense of family as destiny. I don't know really the degree
to which Faulkner would have defined that as a kind of chemical destiny, as opposed to
destiny of environment and conditioning.
I do think (and it's a cliche' about Southern writing but like many cliches a
true one) that Southern writers in general have an extraordinary sense of the power of
family over individual. But I think that's simply the merest accurate observation of the
conditions of Southern life, of small-town rural life. Trje people who were present were
your blood relations. There were no street-car conductors around; you were not
bombarded by street-people coming at you as you would have been had you grown up
in Philadelphia, even had you grown up in a Philadelphia middle-class family. You
were surrounded by, protected by, and threatened by those people who shared certain
basic structures that were also present in your own body; and therefore your obsessions
were formed in the presence of those people who were most like you. It obviously gave
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a kind of inner intensity of both narcissism and understanding to
Southerners—especially to those Southerners who later, for complicated reasons,
became artists of one sort or another. It gave them, I think, a kind of intensity and need
for understanding and expression which perhaps is not so strong in certain other parts
of the country—a kind of intensity that I, for instance, don't feel in the students whom I
teach now at Duke.
It seems to me that with the weakening of the family in American middleclass society an extraordinary diffuseness results. A kind of vacuum is present in the
center of a great many young people, space which was once filled by family concerns.
I'm not necessarily defending those concerns, because (as is world-famous) the family
has also been the hothouse of neurosis and psychosis.
RAY:

And this is clearly present in Southern fiction?

PRICE: Of course. But something rather frightening to consider is that the human
being—so far as we understand anything about the evolution of homo
sapiens—has always existed within the framework of a fairly closely-knit, fairly
permanent family. And really only within your lifetime and mine have we seen the
break-up of the family in this very dramatic way—both the physical break-up in which
people leave the nest early, never to return, and yearn not to have their parents live near
them. You know—your parents live in North Carolina; so you rapidly get a job in
Oregon if possible, placing 3,000 miles between yourself and them; and finally, when
Mother gets to be eighty, you send a check to a rest home in North Carolina and have
her salted away there. Whereas, of course, in my childhood and in rural areas to this
day, the old person is simply absorbed into the back room of the house; and the family
gets on with the rather awful business of presiding over the decay and death of one
more human being and witnessing every minute of it—the children witnessing it with
every breath that they draw.
I know a great many intelligent, thoroughly admirable young men and
women at Duke now who really don't know one thing about human beings older than
their own parents,who really couldn't tell you anything about what it's like to be older
than thirty-eight for the simple reason that they've never lived around old people. That
seems to me frightening.
RAY:

And presumably the phenomena of sickness and death are largely unknown
to them?

PRICE: Quite meaningless to them. And therefore, it seems to me, they put far too
much emphasis upon the present. They have far too little sense of the
mortality of human destiny; there are few memento mori strewn about their paths. Of
course, there are such things; their own contemporaries have died in ways that your
contemporaries and mine didn't die—through overdoses of drugs, Vietnam. In short,
these particular young people have the problem of living in a ghetto of youth—than
which I could think of few things more limiting.
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RAY:

This unidimensionalism that you note in students in American universities
these days—is it characteristic of only their generation, or is it characteristic
of a culture cutting across generations? And if the latter is the case, what is its origin?
PRICE: It's not anything that I've thought much about; therefore anything I say will
be subject to extreme shallowness and the sorts of television-generalizations
that are not really worth indulging in. But it would seem to me apparent that it runs
right through American middle-class civilization—that is to say, all American
civilization except the very poor—and it would also seem to me that in the present form
it's probably an entirely new phenomenon in American history.
We have those wonderful and bleak and terrifying accounts in seventeenthand eighteenth-century lore of the young man who set out through the Cumberland
Gap or wherever for the frontier, bidding his mother and father farewell and saying he
would contact them when he could and simply vanishing never to be heard from or of
again (perhaps he got all the way to Kansas and lived out a long life and decided never
to write back or perhaps he died before he got to the Cumberland Gap); there was that
sort of lean and frightening frontier departure from family, contingency. But that was
never the rule of the time. The rule was that people stayed on the farm or in the small
town and often lived in the house with their parents and their old aunts and uncles for
the rest of their lives, surrounded by their own growing progeny.
These particular children that you and I teach now seem to me subject to an
especial curse that's been visited upon them; and I don't really know why—why the
family's broken down the way that it has. One of the reasons that anything breaks
down is because people no longer want to have it. And the family has caused—at least
since the Oedipuses—so much havoc in the lives of individuals that it's entirely
understandable that people would wish to destroy it or at least try radically to alter its
nature. When I see the desire of a number of young people to move back into the
extended family situations in which there are large groups of people living
together—everything from communes to much more old-fashioned things in which
there were a mother, a father, two sons, their wives, their children, and several spinster
aunts and uncles all living in a large house—those situations, I must say, rather appall
me', I would very much hate to live in situations like that. There are many things about
the small family that attract me and seem to me an improvement upon the very neurotic
conditions that were prevalent in times when there were too many people living in one
house, all of them desperately in one another's hair, psychic and actual.
But the fact remains, as I said earlier, that to destroy the family or to alter it
radically is to alter the only thing that we really know as a constant in human history.
It's almost the only specific invention of man as an animal. The continuing family,
bound by love and/or duty, is virtually the only thing man possesses that almost no
other animal possesses, as far as I can tell.
RAY:

The new tribalism that you have described, negatively: do you see it as a
substitute for either the small family that you and I grew up in, on the one
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hand, or the loner, the existential hero, the isolated man on the other? A reversion, if
you will, to an older tribalism, a looser confederation of small human groups in a larger
group? And is discipline in that kind of life perhaps an answer to the neurotic laxity of
the alternatives that our times have presented? Typically in such writers as Eugene
O'Neill for the small family, or Jack Kerouac for the man of the road?
PRICE: I would suspect that what you call a "new tribalism" is a response to the small
families who followed the Depression, maybe an economic concomitant of
the Depression. I certainly knew by the age of eight that my parents were in such
economic straits that they simply couldn't afford to have more than two children
between 1933 and 1941.
You know there must be some sense on the part of young people, some
hunger for this larger, more teeming atmosphere; and when one sees the smaller family
of three, three or four, one understands perhaps why children want numbers.
I myself didn't grow up in a family like that. As I've said, though my brother
and I were the only children in our immediate family, we were surrounded constantly
by this larger family of cousins, aunts, uncles, who were present almost every day of our
lives and present in real and important form. I think I very much enjoyed it as a child. I
never questioned it as a condition of my life. I never yearned to flee from it.
But once my parents had died, once I had moved geographically away from
the bases of my parents' families, I found that it was a great relief to be out of family.
And when I go back to visit now, I find that I enjoy it for a while; but I very quickly
begin to feel tremendously impinged upon by these numbers of people from whom I've
been away too long.
RAY:

How far are you now living from Warrenton, your family home, here outside
Durham?

PRICE: It's an hour and twenty minutes, about sixty-five miles, something like that.
RAY:

How often do you think you might visit Warrenton, say in a year?

PRICE: Oh, three or four times maybe.
RAY:

For holidays?

PRICE Holidays and funerals with fairly depressing frequency now, because my
parents—if my father were alive, he'd be seventy-three; and my mother would
be sixty-eight; their brothers and sisters, all of them were older than they and are
beginning to vanish now.
I was just there last—oh, two weeks ago—for the funeral of my mother's
oldest sister, who lived to be eighy-eight. My family, as a rule, have not been very longlived; and she lived to a greater age than anyone I can recall on either side of the family.
I was there for her funeral; and there was a very pleasant—since obviously the funeral
of an eighty-eight year-old woman is not an occasion of great mourning—there was an
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My mother's birthplace and mine.
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extremely pleasant gathering of the family with the typical kind of Southern-reunion
lunch for everyone: lots of ham and pecan pies and a chance to sit around and tell the
old stories and jokes.
As always I was astounded afresh by the verbal ingenuity of my mother's and
father's family—the love of words, the precise and very careful guardianship of
language that still exists in the family. They're not especially well-read people, they're
not highly educated people; but they are people who (like human beings in general until
really the second half of the twentieth century) have treasured the word as the central
means of continuance in human life.
RAY: A trait of Southern behavior that is exploited and expressed in fiction by
Eudora Welty in such books as Losing Battles]
PRICE: Well, she's really the great custodian of the oral history of the South, the old
traditions of the talking South.
But I feel it tremendously when I go back and hear one aunt begin telling a
story, which we've all already heard—you know, at a conservative estimate, 395 times
in the last forty years—told by this same woman. And she will tell the story—because I
have a good auditory memory and am able to recite it in my own head silently two
words ahead of her, to know exactly which noun she's about to use, exactly which
conjunction, preposition, even where the articles come—and suddenly she will reach a
sentence, and she'll have a sort of verbal collapse; she'll forget the appropriate noun.
RAY:

So you cue her?

PRICE: And I will know what her mistake is, but somehow because I'm still "little
Reynolds" in relation to her, I don't make the correction. Someone more
nearly her age will make the correction—and make it rather gently, not simply saying,
"No, no, you've made a mistake" but repeating the sentence and getting it right. That
happened six times two weeks ago when I was there for the funeral. It's just the old, old
principle—the transmission of data from mouth to mouth. And it still seems in many
ways the safest means of transmitting the data, if the data is meant to be memorable.
RAY:

You spoke of the loss of this ability in the second half of the twentieth
century. Would you care to amplify on that observation? Does it lead
anywhere?
PRICE: I'm not sure that it does, except to more of these potentially silly
generalizations that I'm making. It would almost certainly be a product,
wouldn't it, of the decline of the family, of groups sitting around retelling the past to
one another?
RAY:

Thus the observation that students are less and less able to communicate
verbally in whatever form we present them? It's not just a foolish function of
the premature dotage of English teachers, that our students are less and less forced by
circumstance to communicate in at all sophisticated forms?
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PRICE: I think you and I both are describing a phenomenon which we know to exist.
Just what the many causes of the phenomenon are, I don't think we can say.
I'm constantly now made aware of the fact that all my life I've assumed that almost
everyone else in the world had the kind of family I had—extremely talkative people
who use the English language very, very well in a rough-and-ready but precise way, as a
precise instrument of human expression and delicacy and communication.
Now I know my assumption was wrong! But in my particular case, I was
wonderfully blessed with the two large families 1 had—the Prices and the Rodwells,
lovers and guardians of the word. I think that, insofar as I'm a writer at all, it must be a
very important fact that I grew up in the presence of language used in its best and most
careful ways—for the communication of past love, present and future obligation;
above all, for consolation and delight.
I think young people today in America are the victims of already long
lifetimes of hearing the English language very badly used. Like everyone else in
America, I've been watching the Watergate hearings on television for the last couple of
weeks, utterly engrossed by them. And of all the causes for horror—aghastment—in
the whole situation, the one that most appalls me is the poverty of language amongst
those people who have so far testified before the Senate committee, such people as Jeb
McGruder and Herbert Porter, even Maurice Stans, an older man: to hear that
particular non-language they're using. Jeb McGruder was unable to talk about the
break-in to the Democratic headquarters, of the burglary. He invariably had to call it
the "entry," the "entry into Democratic headquarters." Entry is a word which has
absolutely no moral content whatever.
RAY:

Even when allied with the word "surreptitious."

PRICE: Especially when allied with the word "surreptitious." I heard General Haig
yesterday on a CBS interview—the man who's taken over Haldeman's duties
as Chief of Staff in the White House—talk about the attempt to put the White House
staff onto a kind of "conveyor-belt system" for more "rapid processing of input and
output." Well, I'd hoped that Haig was going to introduce something fresh and
salubrious into that particular murk; but a man who can say that is not going to effect
change.
And I'm reminded vividly and frighteningly in the last couple of weeks of that
essay by George Orwell, which I read as a freshman at Duke, called "Politics and the
English Language," in which he says the moment language begins to crumble in the
hands of men of power, watch out—the worst is yet to come. And it is!
RAY:

And Ron Ziegler's word inoperative can mean nothing, yet stand for a public
declaration.

PRICE: Exactly. Exactly.
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RAY:

Is the writer in our time like Yeats's Cuchulain fighting the waves, as he is a
user of words? I'm not sure, perhaps you're not sure, that all writers are
artistic or judicious conservers of language as we've been discussing it; but is that one
function of the writer, for yourself as you see it?
PRICE: I think I'm aware of that as one of my purposes now in my life—having been a
writer or having consciously thought of myself as a writer since the age of
fifteen or sixteen, almost twenty-five years. I don't think I thought of myself in that way
when I was beginning to publish books in my late twenties and early thirties. I thought
of myself much more as a kind of possessed recipient of inspiration, a sort of lightning
rod for the gods perhaps! That may have been true—it would be nice to think so. But I
think now that, while I'm still aware that whatever gift I possess and whatever work I
do is to a large extent beyond my own control, I do feel that one of my purposes is to
employ the English language, to propagate the English language, in ways in which it is
very seldom employed and propagated in America today, even by writers who should
know better.
RAY:

One of the most obvious characteristics of your own writing is its lucidity,
and I couldn't help noticing in your home today a copy of Strunk and White's
Elements of Style. So I ask you the question: for the fictionist or the non-fictionist, are
there rules of style? And to what extent is the writer aware of such schoolmarmish
things?
PRICE: "Rules of style?" Be more specific.
RAY:

As a working proposition for the student of prose, that sentences should be
short, balanced, or rhythmic?

PRICE: I don't know that those particular injunctions are defensible—few of my
sentences are short; very few of the sentences of most writers are short!—but
as a beginning rule for beginning writers, it's probably a helpful injunction.
No, I think that I would subscribe, as writer and teacher, to the classical rules
of English rhetoric. I would think that they should be taught, that they should be
obeyed (though not as sacred dogma—they can always be bent by a man who needs to
bend them and knows how), that they should be seen as the bones of language, the
skeleton of the language: a skeleton strong enough and flexible enough to have borne
the weight of great geniuses, of literature and politics and science throughout centuries,
and capable of bearing that weight today.
RAY:

Among your other activities is Milton scholarship, the teaching of Milton,
whom you studied with Helen Gardner at Oxford. I would ask you: other
than Milton, what writers do you find yourself returning to most often? And what
writers—or what works, more specifically—have impressed you, with time, more than
any others?
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PRICE: I've written a good deal about that particular facet of my own past, I think.
The writers whom I admire and return to are writers most literate people
admire and return to—Tolstoy, Milton, the Bible.
Just in the last two or three years I've been returning to the Bible in a way
which I think has really been important in the fiction that I'm writing now. I've been
doing a series of translations into very literal, very plain twentieth-century English
prose of short narrative passages from the Old and New Testaments—really
attempting to learn, or relearn, something about the bare bones of narrative; the
absolute principles of what story is and can be, of what expectations: the simple fact
being, obviously, that the narratives of the Old and New Testaments are the most
successful narratives in human history, in that they have enforced belief and attention
upon thousands of years of auditors; therefore they must contain a great deal which
any narrative artist can learn from. I've been very fascinated and I hope my novel has
been enriched by the work that I've done on those narratives.
I've also in the last few years done a great deal of reading in American
detective fiction. I know that writers are all supposed to be famous addicts of detective
fiction; but until the last two or three years, I myself hadn't been that. I perhaps just
wasn't ready to appreciate and enjoy it. But I've been making up for lost time in the last
few years, reading a great deal of Raymond Chandler and Dashiell Hammett, Ross
Macdonald amongst living writers, and really seeing them as what I think they
are—and what many writers older than I have known for years: that they are, in the
twentieth-century novel, the great exponents of pure narrative, which is certainly why
they're amongst the most popular of novels. They're amongst the most popular of
novels because they're amongst the best. That is, they're amongst the purest purveyors
of story. And I'm really convinced more and more—I've always been convinced, but I
think I'm more intensely convinced now—that what the novel is, is a long story about a
number of people as they move through the acid of Time. But if it's not a story, it can be
none of those other things; and it cannot really interest more readers than the author's
family and perhaps a few beleaguered graduate students. Such experiments as we've all
been subjected to in the last few years in American fiction—you know the kind of novel
I'm talking about, which is essentially written by graduate students for other graduate
students—those are simply the sorts of flukes which have always been present on the
fringes of literature but can have no permanent demand on the attention of audiences,
of readers.
RAY:

Do you think the readers' perceptions and expectations therefore change
little, or less, than some sociologists of literature maintain? Is there no
change, with time, in the pattern of expectations for what a novel or a story is? Is it
possible that here is a vanguard in the breakdown of narrative form or of narrative
expectation in fiction, which we simply may not be aware of as proficient but
conservative readers in an older tradition?
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PRICE: Well, of course there are changes. I mean, we've just finished saying that
young people today are very different from, say, young people even fifteen or
twenty years ago—the young people that I was in college with twenty years ago. And
yet I find, say, that when I read them, some brief twenty lines of prose from The Book
of Kings about the murder of Jezebel, they're utterly enthralled. They didn't know the
story existed; they've never heard of the wicked Queen Jezebel or the man who had her
thrown out the window. But they're enthralled by something which can only be called
story. Someone moved from A to B; and as a result of his physical move from A to B, C
occurred.
These young people are, in some genuine sense of the word, a different kind of
organism from me; yet they and I can sit in a room in the Duke University Library and
listen to something written 3,000 years ago perhaps and be held intensely by it—held to
the point at which they want to go out and learn much more, read much more of this sort
of story.
I don't quite know what to say to you. I don't want to be fuddy-duddy about
experiments in fiction or the possibilities of vanguard. Of course, these experiments
must constantly be made; and even the most sterile and dry-as-dust experiment may
flower in some entirely unexpected way, generations later, in a genius. I'm only
lamenting, I think, the fact that an enormous number of literary journalists beat the
drum in a mindless way for what appears to them new—what any serious student of
literature would know not to be new at all, certainly no newer than the Satyricon or
Tristram Shandy, which in themselves encompass almost all the experiments that are
now being foisted upon the American novel.
No, I'm not trying on some sort of turkey-cock conservatism; but I am trying
to be sane about what I think is the tremendous need of American fiction and of fiction
everywhere that I know of its existence—and that is a return to its own roots. It's no
accident that fewer and fewer people are reading fiction, that television is absorbing
enormous amounts of the attention and time and curiosity that used to be directed at
the novel and at the short story.
Why is this? I think it's probably because there is in human beings, the human
animal, some sort of appetite for narrative, for story. In the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries this appetite was largely filled in Western civilization by something called
fiction, the novel and story. Now it tends to be filled by other things—by serials on
television, stories in newspapers. And I think if a novel is interested in—and I as a
novelist am interested in—recovering some of the territory that it has ceded to these
other forms, it can only do so by returning to a much stricter devotion to the telling of
story: the accessible, approachable, consoling story.
The only caveat would be that 1 suspect that very few of the people who are
now writing the sorts of novels which I deplore, know any stories to tell. I think if they
knew the stories they would be telling them.
RAY:

The novelist is first and necessarily a story-teller.
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PRICE: I have to believe that.
RAY:

Well, then we come back around to the question I asked and you evaded for
very good reasons earlier. Why must you tell the story you tell?

PRICE: Because I know it.
RAY:

But you know other stories. How do you choose your story? How does your
story fashion itself?

PRICE: I think it really does choose you. That's certainly been my own experience.
RAY:

Must there be fascination?

PRICE: What does "fascination" mean in that context?
RAY:

What would happen to the story as you fabricate it, as you express it, as it
comes into being: a fascination with or love for the characters.

PRICE: Of course, it's as simple as that. It is fascination; it's mesmerization (if there's
such a noun) with the organic growth of something as complicated and as
simple as a plot.
For the last eighteen months I've been working on a novel which is
approximately, I think, half-finished now—it's going to be a very long novel. It
concerns the fortunes of two families in the years from 1903 to 1944. When I began
writing it, I had only a very skeletal sense of the movements of these people, the
movements of this story, and of its ultimate outcome; so the great pleasure for me—the
great joy of the last eighteen months of work and my great appetite for what I hope will
be the next eighteen months—has really been founded in my delight at having this
elaborate story invent itself day by day as I go in to my desk, not essentially knowing
more than a day or two in advance precisely what's going to happen next.
RAY: What kind of control do you exercise over your material thereby? How can
you say that the novel is half finished, for example, if it's a daily combat with
the narrative? That's not a fair question, is it?
PRICE: It's a fair question, but I think it's really like asking a highjumper how he gets
over the bar—it's what his muscles know how to do. I could go into a fairly
elaborate explanation of the structure and the architecture of the novel, which would
be premature, which I wouldn't want to do now; but I think essentially it's a matter of
feel. I simply know that the story is almost half told.
RAY:

Have you chosen a title?

PRICE I don't have a title which I'm absolutely convinced about yet. That's beginning
to disturb me a little. A title always represents, the discovery of a successful
title for a book always represents for me, a kind of seizure—a final seizure upon the
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meaning of the book. I have one or two candidates for the title now, but I'm not utterly
convinced that any of them is right.
RAY:

So the title for you is an expression of theme. Is this necessarily or always the
case? Can the author pull our leg, for example? Can he play with titles? And
have you ever done that yourself, in a story if not a novel?
PRICE: Anything I would say would apply only to my own practice; I don't know
about the practices of other writers. I'm sometimes a little appalled at what I
take to be the flippancy of writers about the titles of their works, but I can't even give
you examples of that at the moment. I just remember the emotion sometimes in the
past, even occasionally in the works of my friends. But I must say I treat the matter of
title with great solemnity and try to be as responsible about it as possible, as helpful to
the reader.
RAY:

We wouldn't expect therefore from you, as we have had from Philip Roth
recently, something called The Great American NoveP.

PRICE: I don't know. I'm a great admirer of Philip Roth's, and I haven't yet read that
novel; so I don't really know whether that's a good title or not—the book is
apparently comic—but it surely has cheek and gas.
RAY:

Would it be too inane to ask you if there has been a great, the great American
novel? No doubt there have been many great American novels; but is there
such a thing as the American novel, or the English novel for that matter? A
characteristic work? A work which can stand for the genre by some kind of metonymy?
PRICE: I hadn't thought of that, but I suppose the obvious thing to say would be
Huck Finn. I'm not sure that's at all true; I'd want to think about it much
more. I suppose it's the offical American novel in the way that Norman Rockwell is the
offical American painter.
RAY:

Twain would probably find that an odious comparison!

PRICE: I'm sure he would but I'm afraid it may be true. I don't know what the official
English novel would be, unless it were something like Pickwick Papers or
Great Expectations.
RAY:

Necessarily a Dickens novel?

PRICE: What else would you suggest?
RAY:

I would think of Tom Jones, for academic reasons I suppose.

PRICE: Yes, maybe—though that has social-class limitations which Dickens avoids.
No, I wouldn't want to get in the business of picking, you know, the greatest
English or American novel. I could certainly say what were my favorites, but that
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would be a matter of autobiography and not of comment. There's far too much of this
business of ranking.
I'm pretty sure that there hasn't been an American novel yet that can really
stand up in the same room with Anna Karenina or with Proust; that can really say, "I as
an elaborate intellectual and emotional and aesthetic construct can stand beside the
greatest monuments of human intellect, human architectural power." I don't really
think we have that in American literature yet. I'm sorry that we don't—American
literature is very young; and in any case, there simply may be conditions in the world
which preclude the writing of such books any more. I don't know. I strongly suspect
that there may be such conditions—that for a very long time to come novelists, like the
great bald eagle, may find it difficult to lay eggs whose shells are not too soft.
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Home of Edward C. Price and Lula McCraw Price, Warrenton, North Carolina.
My father's home.

Conversation 2
Durham, North Carolina
June 18, 1973
RAY:

Mr. Price, you've mentioned older Southern writers in particular and novelists
in general whose work has been important for you. Are there contemporary
writers, friends of yours perhaps, who are instrumental or influential in your own
writing?
PRICE: There are certainly writers whom I admire greatly and to whom I feel grateful
for the existence of their work and for specific kindnesses that their work has
done to me and to mine. I've spoken and written about my gratitude to Eudora Welty and
my tremendous admiration for her work. There are writers of my own age like John
Updike and Philip Roth for whom I have strong admiration and with whom I feel a kind
of contemporary brotherhood perhaps. We were the class of the early thirties, as it
were—I think Updike was born in 1932, and Philip Roth and I were born in 1933. I've
always felt a sort of late Depression kinship with their work. I think we are largely formed
by the same sorts of social conditions, and our work has a lot of interesting internal
relations.
RAY:

Despite the geographical disparity?

PRICE: Despite the geographical disparities, I think.
RAY:

Well, I would make the association with Updike, not only on the basis of
relationship to background, to a place—his New England, yours border
Southern—but also of a similarity in approach. I think especially of the scene of Updike's
in which the hero of the story—rather clearly autobiographical—leaves the hospital
where his father is dying. The kind of thoughts he thinks and what he expects his father to
do sound more like Rosacoke Mustian, one of your own characters (my favorite and I'm
sure many of your readers' favorite character), and the way she would think somehow
about her father if she found herself in that situation. I don't, however, see a connection
with Roth on the basis either of relationship to background—in his case far different
from yours—or of approach to material or theme. Could you see a connection yourself,
or a point of contrast?
PRICE: I never thought it out, but I don't think there has to be a connection. It's
perfectly possible for polar types to attract and admire one another. If pressed,
I might say though that the great similarity between Philip Roth's work and my own
would seem to be a shared sense of the comic nature of existence, to be pompous about
it—a wild sense of the ludicrousness of most human effort.
RAY:

Is Eudora Welty's fiction also expressive of this?

PRICE: It certainly is. Perhaps our great living comic novelist.
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There are many other living writers whose work I admire and whom I wish
extremely well, but it would only be accurate to say that I don't read regularly or
systematically or voraciously in the work of my contemporaries in fiction or poetry.
I think that's perhaps true of most writers. They are so absorbed in their own
work that they probably do very little reading, of a heavy sort anyway. My own reading
when I'm working on a novel or a story, as I am now, tends to be something that's really
either extremely light—magazine or newspaper reading—or something that really has
nothing to do with fiction—a biography, travel, something utterly different—because
the last thing one wants to do after having spent a hard day at the desk writing a novel is to
go up to bed and start reading another novel.
It's perhaps one more explanation of why so many writers are addicts of
detective fiction. That's the sort of thing one can lull one's brain to sleep with, without
getting very deeply or intellectually engaged, without in any way feeling impinged upon,
threatened by, the particular nature of the intellect or the stylistic resources involved.
The last thing I would want to read while I was writing a novel of my own would
be some very highly flavored writer like Conrad or Henry James, because I think by
nature, by necessity, all novelists are born mimics. And if one starts reading work that's
that highly seasoned, that gamey, there's almost invariably going to be a certain amount
of mimicking that simply turns up the next day in one's own work—certainly in my case.
RAY:

Has this been the case, do you think, for Southern writers following Faulkner?
Almost inevitably, does one have to come to terms with Faulkner in some way?
Or is that no longer a burden?
PRICE: I've talked and complained about that a lot; so I wouldn't want to expand much
on it here, except to say that I think that's an interesting case of Southern
writers, almost to a man, not being involved in an imitation or mimickry of Faulkner but
of Mr. Faulkner and other Southern writers being involved in an imitation of a given
original, of a common original—which is the way men and women have talked in the
South in the last fifty or sixty years. As you know, no doubt, from living in Memphis and
having grown up in piedmont North Carolina, people in the South, with certain limits
and certain regional variations, tend amazingly to speak in very much the same way. It's
the last great regional language in America, and it's a language which occupies an
enormous geographical area. As I've said in several essays, the South is a country larger
than France; and I can travel from Durham, North Carolina to Jackson, Mississippi,
which is a distance of 800 miles, and find that people are still speaking almost exactly the
same dialect that I have grown up with and known all my life, whereas I can go from
Durham, North Carolina to Philadelphia, a distance of 400 miles, and find them
speaking an utterly different dialect. I can go from here to Baltimore, Maryland, which is
300 miles; and a quite different language is being spoken. So it's not so much a matter of
geographical distance as it is of a prevailing tradition over a large part of the country.
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And Faulkner was one of the great early recorders in the twentieth century of
that particular language. The reason that Robert Penn Warren or Eudora Welty or
anyone else may happen to sound to readers a good deal like Faulkner is simply because
Faulkner sounds like Southerners talking—and thinking.
RAY:

And therefore provides at least a model?

PRICE: I don't think he provides a model; he just provides a reminder perhaps to
certain young writers that the kind of language that they have grown up with
and known all their lives in their kitchens and front porches is a language which is
potentially the vehicle for works of serious fiction. And for me that particular
understanding came not from Faulkner but from Eudora, whom I read and admired
long before I ever got to Faulkner. I read Eudora Welty's early stories as a high-school
student and knew immediately that I had grown up hearing stories exactly of this sort,
knowing people who expressed themselves in exactly these same comic idioms,
metaphors, similes. And my natural conclusion was—my own experience constitutes
the potential building blocks for works of fiction, works of art! That would have been
the chief thing that Eudora Welty's work did for me as a writer. As a human being, it's
given me enormous pleasure and insight and understanding; but as a writer that was
the great gift of encouragement her work gave me, I think, when I was fourteen, fifteen
years old.
RAY: You've suggested a number of traits characteristic of Southern linguistic
behavior. I wonder if we could elaborate on them. You've suggested a capacity
for storytelling, quite literal, quite compelling, quite dramatic; a capacity for anecdote,
especially comic anecdote; for verbal witticism, for outlandish (or what would normally
or elsewise seem outlandish) metaphor, simile-making. Are there larger rhythms in
Southern speech? Are there patterns of diction, of usage? Should we speak abstractly, or
can we speak more concretely of what makes Southern verbal behavior, for the writer
especially, different from that of other Americans?
PRICE: Again, I haven't thought about this in any consecutive and abstract way. I have
in the last year or so, in visits to my relatives, been struck by one fact that I think
sets them apart as unusually gifted Southern practitioners of language, that sets them
apart from talkers in other parts of the United States. And that would be that their
language, and I think really the language of tne South in general—the old South, the
traditional South—is a language of vision, that is to say a language based upon an
intensely visual experience of life. It is a very precise, pictorial form of language based
almost entirely upon the information delivered to the brain by the eyes.
My father's family, the Prices and the McCraws (my father's mother was a
Miss McCraw), have a great genius for simile and metaphor of a generally comic sort.
And the metaphors are invariably, of necessity, based upon visual perceptions. I
remember my Aunt Martha Reynolds, who was along with my father the verbal genius of
the Price family—my Aunt Martha Reynolds, having gone to the sheriff of Warren
County's daughter's wedding, remarked at the end that the sheriff (who was a very short,
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very round-headed man) came down the aisle leading his daughter in her white dress;
and she said the sheriff s face looked exactly like a cheese. It was a brilliant perception,
a visual perception expressed verbally about this particular man's appearance—a large
hoop cheese walking down the aisle on a man's shoulders. No, I would think that the
genius of Southern language has always been that it's remained in extremely close
touch with the eyes.
RAY: Will this characteristic live as long as there is a Southern rural culture beyond
the outskirts of Atlanta or Memphis or Houston? Or can it change with time,
within the culture itself; has it already changed with the urban contact?
PRICE: Oh, it's already changed enormously. I mean, one teaches students who come
from Memphis and Chattanooga and Houston and Atlanta; and they don't
talk in this way. They don't have these sorts of perceptions. I don't quite know why; but
the obvious thing would be because most of what their eyes deliver to their brains is
material of such aw fulness, visual aw fulness (those strings of fried-chicken franchises,
shrimp-boat franchises, car washes, pennanted gas stations) that their brains simply
refuse to handle them, that their brains are simply clogged and junked up with visual
debris from which they are not able to select and have no desire (quite rightly, I would
think) to select verbal signs, symbols. I think that it's perfectly possible to create a
civilization so awful that no one wants to look at it, and I think we're in the very rapid
process of almost completing such a civilization.
RAY: . . . Any more than we'd want to listen to it, as you suggested earlier.
PRICE: Exactly.
RAY: Well, you yourself live in one of the most beautiful sections of one of the most
beautiful states I know, in a corner of Orange County in piedmont North
Carolina, on rolling hills and meadows—near one of the uglier little North Carolina
cities. This leads to the question: why have you come back after living elsewhere? Is it
important for the Southern writer generally—for you individually—to return to this
proximity, to this place? And how do you feel about staying here? Have there been
alternatives to this particular geographical bond?
PRICE: With the exception of four years spent in England (and with the odd trip to
the Continent) at Oxford University, as a student after Duke University, I've
really spent the rest of my life within fifty miles, sixty-five miles of where you and I are
sitting right now; and have no intention of spending the rest of it anywhere else,
certainly no hope of spending the rest of it anywhere else.
Some of the reasons, I suppose, would pertain to a kind of natural laziness, a
desire not to have to alter my direction, not to have to get up and learn an entirely new
way of life, an entirely new set of signs and signals and language. But I would really
think it required no defense. I would think it's a basic reason most human beings, until
the 1940s, in the United States, have lived out their lives within a few miles of their
birthplaces (most of the human race still does so—because after all most of the human
race does not live in the United States of America or even in western Europe)—and that
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would be because, as a creature surrounded by other creatures, one learns the life of a
given place from the moment he's born. He learns the language, the local dialect, which
is the case of people living in a small village in eastern North Carolina or people living
at the edge of a small rice paddy in Cambodia; that language may vary if you walk 500
yards to the next little hamlet. You learn a language; you learn what the angle of
someone's head and eyebrows means as he speaks to you. You learn all the signs of
social approval and disapproval that can be conveyed by the shrug of a shoulder or the
turn of a hand. You not only learn those things and take warnings from them, but you
take great delight in them. You take great delight in being a skilled practitioner of a
given culture.
And so when I go away from North Carolina or even when I go away from
Orange County, North Carolina (why, I'm a perfectly exportable commodity! I have
no great neurotic fears about going away or entering a different culture or different
social situation), I find that I always sigh with relief on getting back to a place in which I
can go in the post office or go into a grocery store or dry-cleaning establishment and
know exactly, the instant I enter it, the instant my eyes record what the girl in the drivein looks like, I know exactly how to talk, how to behave, what to say, what questions to
ask, what tone, what speed, what rhythm. Obviously I don't think of them consciously;
those are simply internal changes of gear that take place as a result of forty years of
living in this particular place.
It seems to me that the only thing in the world I am truly an expert upon is the
experience that /have had. And since that experience began and, for some twenty years
before I really began writing seriously, occurred in this place, why should I leave it now
and be doomed to being an exile and a stranger in some other place, where I would have
to spend the next forty years beginning to acquire a kind of second language? It would
never be more than that.
RAY: Even within the continental United States? Only outside the South?
PRICE: I think that's very true. Yes.
RAY: Is the Southern writer necessarily an exile if he has left the South? I think of
Truman Capote, for example, one Southern writer who seems to me has not
exploited, in his stories and novels, the linguistic patterns of Southerners. Is he still
identifiable as a Southern writer, or is he exiled as such? Or Thomas Wolfe, who
thought of himself in quite these terms?
PRICE: I don't want to get in the business of issuing judgments upon the geographical
movements of other writers, but it would seem to me that very few Southern
writers who have left the South cannot be said to have paid a very large set of travel
tolls for having gone. Some of those people are close friends of mine, and I have great
admiration for them. But it's a matter of grave seriousness to leave the country which
one knows and to live in another country. I think it would be just as serious a decision
for me to move to Wilmington, Delaware or Princeton, New Jersey as it would for me
to move from here to Marseilles, France. I don't think that involves any hyperbole at
all.
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Probably less pleasant, too!

PRICE: Probably considerably less pleasant!
RAY:

I wonder in fact if in Marseilles you wouldn't find closer, more immediate
elective affinities with its culture than you would in a Northeastern urban
setting, for example.
PRICE: Very likely. Mind you, I'm perfectly aware that the small-town and rural
South—the small-city South, for that matter—contained forms of
frustration, repression, suffocation which made it all but imperative that some people
get out. I'm not denying for an instant that there were serious writers—and, no doubt,
will continue to be serious writers—who simply had to move to New Hampshire (not
that New Hampshire doesn't have its own particular forms of emotional thumbscrewing!). But it does seem to me that perhaps they might have entertained the idea of
moving to a small, to the next-size, Southern city as opposed to having to go to, let's
say, New York or Los Angeles.
RAY:

You've spoken several times about the perspective of age—of your
generation, your age—and mentioned that you recently turned forty. Does it
seem to you a different perspective from, say, that of five years ago or ten years ago,
when you were writing your earlier novels? Will your writing be very different by virtue
of age or by virtue of time, beyond such development as we would normally expect in
style, vision, and so forth? What can you attribute specifically to age, from the special
vantage-point of forty years?
PRICE: I don't think I'm the person to decide that or even to speculate about it. If
anyone's interested, they can look at the work that I wrote, the first novel I
wrote, which I began to write when I was twenty-five, and the work I'm writing now—if
they're interested in that sort of chronological stratification.
The things that I could say would be sort of incidental and emotional, such as
that I enjoy my life a great deal more now than I think I have at any previous point.
There's a sense of familiarity with my life, with my own nature, and with the purposes
of which I'm conscious in my life—a kind of ease of movement within my inner and
outer life—which gives me considerable pleasure. I'm very aware that that sort of ease
is always of extreme fragility, that it could be altered tomorrow by an illness, by some
sort of external accident. So I hope I ride quite loosely in that sense of pleasure, that I
don't hold onto it with any hysterical fervor. But I think that's certainly one of the gifts
that can be given one by time, by early middle age. I don't really think I could tell you
anything about forty that I don't like—I mean, about being forty. I would adamantly
refuse to be any age before twenty-five again, I can tell you that! And there's no age
between twenty-five and now which I'd rather be than now.
RAY:

Well, in your latest novel (we'll discuss it only briefly in terms of getting ready
to write), do you find tnat the approach to a novel now is different from A
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Generous Man or A Long and Happy Life!
PRICE: Yes, it's much easier. I don't think it's easier because I'm more of a hot-shot
craftsman than I used to be or because I've learned any enormous secrets of
skill or technique that I didn't formerly possess. I mean, one obviously does gain
certain kinds of expertise—certain little, not secrets but short-cuts of craft, that one
didn't know fifteen years ago.
No, I think the main thing I feel I possess now that I didn't have in my early
books would be—it wouldn't be accurate to call it self-confidence; I think it would be
confidence in the mysteriousness of one's abilities. That is to say, in another metaphor,
confidence in the unconscious mind, in the fact that the work, such as it is, is to a large
extent compounded and finished and delivered to one from levels of the brain—the
heart, if you like—which are quite beyond conscious control, beneath conscious
control, and that I've now—I think; I hope—learned to trust in that essentially
irrational greenhouse, hothouse, laboratory, and to wait for its deliveries. Luckily I
have found, at least in the past eighteen months of work, that those deliveries occur on
schedule daily, six days a week because I work six days a week without really
permitting myself any exceptions except for illness.
RAY:

Could you describe a routine working day?

PRICE: I sleep eight hours every night. I sleep eight hours from the time I go to bed
(and I don't have a regular bedtime; but I tend to be in bed by midnight, and
then I sleep eight hours). And I get up and I have breakfast—my mother said you can
always tell when someone's middle-aged when they tell you that breakfast is the most
enjoyable meal of the day; I now think that breakfast is the most enjoyable meal of the
day. I have breakfast and then perhaps I sort of putter around the house for half an
hour or so reading a magazine or doing something essentially in the nature of warming
up, and then I go into the study and just begin to write; with brief pauses for cups of
coffee and listening to the news on the radio or something, I will work from perhaps
nine or ten o'clock until noon. And then I will shave and dress, then drive into campus,
where I have my mailbox, and get the mail and eat lunch in what's called the Dope
Shop on Duke campus (perhaps called the Dope Shop now more appropriately than in
some years past!). Then I can go and do chores that I do, like getting the laundry or
getting a tire changed on the car. I come back home in the early afternoon. Then I take
a nap; then I get up and eat supper, normally with friends, and spend the evening doing
something pleasant, going to a movie or watching television or talking to friends.
I do like to have about three or four nights a week, at a minimum, which I
spend at home alone just doing something utterly idle, reading casually something
rather light or watching television or writing letters; something like that, just to have
periods of quiet, unpressured quiet, in my life. Then I always take Sundays completely
off; I don't allow myself to write a line or to type it up on Sunday. And then on Monday
morning I start again. Boring as it is, that's the way I do it. I think it's the way all writers
do it, give or take the odd quirk.
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RAY:

Well, the tape recorder can't record an image of the very beautiful farmland on
which you live. Presumably you spend some time just walking around in this
very beautiful place.
PRICE: Not much. I mean, I'm the original indoors person!
RAY:

Even with the little Wordsworthian lake just outside?

PRICE: My childhood was just a nonstop broadcast of my mother's saying, "Why don't
you go out and get some fresh air!"—because I was always huddled over a book
in the corner or huddled over my sketchbook, since I spent an enormous portion of my
childhood drawing and painting. No, I love the idea of Nature with a capital N—trees,
grass, flowers, and so forth—and I did this spring plant a number of azaleas and
rhododendrons in my yard, largely because I wanted to abandon ever having to mow the
lawn again. So I covered the whole lawn with pine straw to kill the grass and planted lots
of plants. Arid I enjoyed planting them. But once I've planted them, I'm perfectly
prepared to abandon them to their fate—I don't go out every day to feel the leaves and
look at the buds or anything.
RAY:

After all, the book is waiting to be written inside!

PRICE: I think I'm very eighteenth-century in that way. I like the idea of Nature
through glass—"Nature under glass." Oh, of course, I go to walk every now
and then; but really not nearly as much as I ought to or as much as friends think I do,
considering the fact that I live where I live.
RAY:

You mentioned that you type up what you have written. Is your first procedure
to write in longhand, always?

PRICE: Yes.
RAY:

And then do you type up at the end of the day?

PRICE: Oh, I normally type up once a week, something like that.
RAY:

Is there much revision at that stage?

PRICE: Very little at that stage—almost none at all. Maybe two or three words on a
page might get changed in the typing-up process.
RAY:

Have you managed to save all your manuscripts?

PRICE: Yes. I love writing longhand. I can't imagine how anyone can write on a
typewriter. I mean, some marvelous writers do—Shakespeare didn't, for
instance. But I love the sort of physical process of making it with my hands, and I've said
somewhere in an essay that I think writing is to a large extent a manual art. It is something
one makes with one's hand, and there's something very important for me about the speed
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with which I can literally make the characters in ink. It's very important for me that I
write with a real, old fountain pen which uses liquid ink and not with one of those horrible
mucilage-holding ball-points.
RAY:

Another aspect of the visual quality of language?

PRICE: Again! And also for me an important matter of speed. I can type much too
rapidly. I can type much more rapidly than I can think interestingly. I think a
very serious study could be done of the deleterious effect of the typewriter upon the
American novel. It's assumed now—I mean the sort of cliche' Saturday-Evening-PostHollywood image of a writer is of a young man hunched over a rather old office
typewriter surrounded by lots of cigarettes and whiskey and unknotted neckties. Who
would have been the first serious novelist ever to have used a typewriter? Really the
novelists of the twenties, wouldn't they?
RAY:

Well, I read recently that Mark Twain's Life on the Mississippi was the first
piece of American fiction to be written on a typewriter.
PRICE: That's interesting. I wouldn't have known what it was. Of course, as is famous,
Henry James's last novels were dictated directly to a typist who sat there and
typed them in the room in which he was dictating, which is a horrifying spectacle, both
auditory and visual! And I think obviously it says a great deal about the nature of those
last novels—their monstrous syntactical nature is largely the nature of a voice speaking
as opposed to a pen writing.
RAY:

Would you care to make a comparison with Milton dictating his last, great
poems to his daughters?

PRICE: I never thought of that. That's very interesting.
RAY:
In the sick room?
PRICE: That's very interesting. Why had I never thought of that? Of course they
transcribed for him.
RAY:

Do you ever find yourself reciting dialogue as you write it?

PRICE: No.
RAY:
Actually speaking? Is that ever necessary?
PRICE: After I've written a line I might say it aloud, just every now and then to myself,
to see if the rhythm is right or if I like the assonances and dissonances involved.
But no, I don't declaim to the walls. I talk to myself in other ways around the
house—which our old cook used to call "talking to the dog." We would walk in and catch
her talking to herself in the kitchen; and she'd say, "I was just talking to the dog." And I do
a great deal of that, just stand in the kitchen and say, "Oh, damn!" or "What did I do that
for?" or "Will I never learn!"—all those things people say aloud to themselves, especially
if they live alone.
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To ask a question the answer to which, I suppose, one already knows: do you
like living alone?

PRICE: It's not so much whether I like it or not. It's the fact that I seem to need to live
alone. People do what they have to do, don't they?—give or take the odd
session on the rack? I think I've been for whatever reasons—most of them obviously
utterly unrecoverable—a solitary all my life. I was an only child; I was eight years old
when my brother was born. We lived either in the country or very much on the edges of
small towns so that I had very few playmates and had, from my earliest times, to invent
my own forms of entertainment, which took the forms of reading and painting and the
invention of imaginary games which I played with myself. For whatever reasons, I like to
live alone. Well, I need—I wouldn't say like, although I certainly wouldn't claim that I
was unhappy living alone. If I were unhappy living alone, I'd do something about it;
wouldn't I?
RAY:

You make it sound very logical.

PRICE: No, it's not logical. It's very mysterious. But it's probably unalterable.
RAY:

There's yet another aspect of fatalism. Are your characters fated? To what
extent can you impute free will to them? And I wonder, especially in the next
novel—a chronicle novel, a saga, as you said, of two families over a forty-year period: is
free will, a volition, a desire—whether it's mental or emotional in origin—a real and
discernible factor in the behavior of your characters? That is to say, do you think it is a
discernible factor in human behavior?
PRICE: Yes, I'm sure it is. I believe that both from observation and really by dogma,
because I believe in it as a believing Christian—that man has free will, that he
both suffers from and is blessed by free will. I also believe that he has, both from
observation again and from dogma, something called "Original Sin," that he has
certain burdens that are upon his shoulders simply as a result of having been born, of
being a human being. And perhaps one of the meanings of the metaphor of Original
Sin is that we bear upon us the accumulated genetic propensities-to-folly of man. We
are all men, but specific brands of men—i.e., I am a Price and a Rodwell and a McCraw
and a White and so forth and so on all the way back—you know, two grandparents,
four great grandparents, eight great-great grandparents, etc., back until finally, of
course, everyone's related to everyone else in some sort of immense genetic pool. But I
would assert the existence of free will.
I know, in the case of my own family, in my own life (without at all proposing
myself as a hero of the human spirit!), I know of times when I simply stood up against
the specific gravity of my own conditioning and of my own genetic past and said, "No!
I'm not going to do that! I'm not going to go that way. That way would be the easier
way. I don't need to go that way." Many, many other times, of course, I've gone the way
my body demanded to go. And that hasn't necessarily been the wrong way. Quite often
it's the right way to go—the wisdom of the body.
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RAY:

Well, the exercise of that kind of free will sounds to me rather intellectual and
certainly demands a maturity of age if nothing else. Do you think that
maturity is possible in a young person? The kind of young people, like Rosacoke
Mustian, you have to write about in the kind of books you write?
PRICE: I know it's possible in them because I think we're seeing young people now
living in times which are a good deal more difficult than the times that I had in
the 1940s.
RAY:
Difficult in what way?
PRICE: I think I had as miserable an adolescence as any human being can ever have
had—at least outside the novels of Dickens—but in fact it was an adolescence
lived in a time which really was a rather simple time, the years from 1944 to 1947. There
was, you know, an enormous war going on, but 3,000 miles away. My problems were
simply the problems of being an unpopular kid in a small town who was always being
beaten up—partly through my own fault but to a large extent through just the malice of
my contemporaries.
But I know of a small number of students at Duke now who have really made
mammoth efforts of the will to throw off their own backs curses laid upon them by their
parents, their high-school educations, their experiences with LSD, their bad
involvements in wasteful and destructive sexual relationships; and I have seen people
(admittedly few and rare, strongwilled people) simply say no to certain dead-end roads
upon which they've discovered themselves. Other people proceed blithely—not
blithely, but glumly—to the ends of those roads and die in the impact against the wall at
the other end.
RAY:

Do you write about both kinds, both Wesley Beavers and Rosacoke? Do you
find one more interesting, more tractable than the other?

PRICE: No, I don't. I don't find one more interesting than the other. I think I do write
about both kinds, because the world consists of both kinds. And of course to
say two kinds simply means that those are the poles; and most human beings, as with all
considerations, fall in some gray area between those two poles. Nobody is the total
victim of his genetic or environmental fate. All people make certain decisions at every
moment—Doctor Johnson's famous demonstration of Free Will consisting of kicking
the stone.
RAY: "Thus I refute the Bishop!"?
PRICE: "Thus I refute the Bishop!"
RAY:

Well, I keep coming back, skirting back, to a question we brought up earlier,
and that I still haven't phrased successfully. But it relates to the life and the
work of the writer. I would quote Yeats here and ask to what extent it's true that the
writer must choose perfection of the life or of the work? And to what extent your work
is the expression of life needs as well as life experiences? To what extent you are able to
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live, to maintain the equilibrium, the serenity, to make it possible to enjoy life? I don't
mean to say that writing has to be therapy, or to ask you about the last neurosis that a
psychiatrist may have hauled out in front of you (if you've ever been to a psychiatrist).
But to what extent, if any, can you see writing as the fulfillment of real need for you?
PRICE: Oh, entirely.
RAY:

It is not volitional? It must be done?

PRICE: Yes, I think it must be done. I think it's a need of my entire body, just in the
way that the hair on my head is some sort of need of my body. It's a need of
my body to produce this stuff on top of my head, to produce these nails at the ends of
my fingers. My body also, amongst its many other secretions and products, produces
these things which are parcelled up into volumes of fiction and essays. But I would
want to be very careful about trying to define the nature of that need or of being too
specific about that need.
I think the dichotomy of perfection of the life and perfection of the work
sounds splendid and memorable in Yeats's poem, and I think one knows to a certain
extent what he means; but as with a number of those dichotomies in Yeats, I think upon
examination they're a little more flashy than they ought to be. I was just reminded the
other night by a student who was proudly quoting Yeats's poem "The Scholars"
("Lord, what would they say / Did their Catullus walk that way?")—and remembering
that when I was at Oxford, Auden, in his inaugural lecture as Professor of Poetry, said
that we only know of Catullus because of the grim pedantic labor of little scholars
sitting in monasteries and universities over the last 2,000 years. So it was really very
shallow of Yeats to make that condemnation of scholars. However, anyone who has
taught in a university knows what Yeats is talking about—although he has certainly
over-expressed himself, as he so frequently did, and as any poet, any passionate man
does.
What would a perfect life be? I suppose a perfect life would be the life of a
man or a woman who discovered very early in his years the nature of his work,
discovered the skills with which to do that work, discovered very shortly thereafter
another human being whom he could love and cherish and whom he could imagine
tolerating for the rest of his life—tolerating in close proximity; living with that person,
that is—that those two people would then produce progeny who were physically and
mentally normal, who would grow up to become sturdy and self-starting mechanisms,
and that that life would proceed through seven or eight decades toward a lucid and
painless death. Well, whoever had that?
RAY:

So we choose what portion comes to us?

PRICE: Well, of course we do!
RAY:

And smile for it?

PRICE: Yes!

Conversation 3
Durham, North Carolina
August 21, 1974
RAY:

The last time we talked you indicated that you were at work on what
promised to be your longest novel. You now indicate that you are within sight
of the light at the end of the tunnel. I'd like to ask you how long you've been working on
the book, and if you would describe how you began. How do you begin a novel?
PRICE: I've actually been writing the book for about two and a half years, since
January 1972. It's a book that I have consciously thought about and planned
for since 1961. Shortly after I finished A Long and Happy Life, my first novel, I
thought that this particular novel would be my second. In fact, I actually tried to make
a beginning on it at that time but made very little progress. So I put it aside and kept an
elaborate notebook about it through the years; and began it, as I said, in '72—twelve
years later.
I began it as late as 1972, thinking that it concerned itself exclusively with
events of the summer of 1944 in Eastern North Carolina; and I wrote nearly fifty pages
set in that summer—which is the summer that I was eleven years old myself, in my own
life. I wrote fifty-some pages and realized that I had begun the novel much too late in
terms of its own necessary chronology; that, in fact, I had to go back to the beginning of
the story and write from there. So I stopped in the winter of 1972 and thought my way
back—figured my way back—to what actually was the beginning of the story. Which
essentially meant inventing the beginning of the story—because I hadn't done that. It
meant inventing the grandparents, the lives of the grandparents of one of my characters
in great detail—beginning with them, setting in a motion a genetic relationship,
through marriage, that survives and flowers two generations later in the boy whom I
initially thought I was exclusively writing about. So after having written fifty pages, as
I say, I stopped and went back and began in 1903, with the elopement of a young girl
and her high-school Latin teacher, the birth of their son. For the past two years, I've
been involved in bringing those characters down from 1903 to 1944. And now I have
them within fifty or sixty pages of a conclusion, I hope. That's what I've been doing.
RAY:

Who is the boy, and has he appeared in a previous novel or story?

PRICE: No, he hasn't. His name is Hutchins Mayfield—Raven Hutchins
Mayfield—and he's not the central character in the book; I don't mean to
imply that. He was the character in the book that I first thought of—one of the two
characters that I first thought of, he and his father. But he does stand at the end of the
line. He's the third, really the fourth, generation of Mayfields with whom the novel is
concerned. He's the last visible male heir in the book. He's fourteen years old in 1944;
and he precipitates, to some extent, a partial solution—not by any means an entire
solution—to some of the problems that have plagued his two families, his mother and
father's families, for three or four generations.
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RAY:

It occurs to a reader of all your work that family relations, family history,
family problems, fundamentally circumscribe your characters' visions of
their lives. This is true even, one would think, of the last novel Love and Work, which
takes us out of Warrenton, North Carolina—rural North Carolina—and into a more
developed and urbane mental world. Is this the case, as would appear, with the new
book? And how has your vision, your treatment of the family, changed, if at all, from
say the Mustian or the Gupton families of rural North Carolina in your first two
novels?
PRICE: Well, I would agree that all my books are certainly family obsessed. I can't
think of a novel which isn't really, by anyone. I certainly can't think of a novel
that I would call a great novel, a novel that I love or have great admiration for, which
doesn't seem to me very profoundly concerned with the family. I'm sure you could
think of exceptions; and I could, if we had long enough (perhaps family isn't very
important in Henry James, especially in late James; but then perhaps one could argue
that it's very important, certainly in The Golden Bowl, family relationships). But no,
mine are very drenched in family; and that's because I'm drenched in family. In our
earlier conversations I've said some things about the sorts of families that I came from
and the sorts of influence that I can calculate or begin to guess those backgrounds had
on me, as a child and as a developing witness of the world. How far that particular
personal experience has shaped the new novel, I can't really say; or how far the new
novel differs in its views of the family and statements about the family from statements
that might be abstracted from early novels by me—I really don't know. I think it would
take me a good while before I could look back at the book and have that kind of
distance on it.
I think we talked earlier, again, about my growing sense, as I have aged in my
own life, of both the potential tyranny and the potential blessing of one's genetic
heritage, as opposed in fact to one's emotional conditioning or at least as working very
strongly along with one's emotional conditioning. And I think the new novel, as you
will probably see, is fairly explicitly concerned with a person's almost chemical
identity—what it means to be the actual blood chromosomal heir of a particular
person; how frequently in one's life facts like that have an importance which we try to
deny, which we try to ignore, which we're often unaware of—and almost always at our
own peril. But I think this, if indeed a truth or a part of the truth, is a truth that can only
occur to one or be visible to a human being when that human being has lived enough of
his life to begin to feel himself settling into his own solidified character and begin to
realize that, like it or not, he bears indissoluble and undeniable relations to other
members of his family which probably aren't entirely matters of conditioning or
environment. And now that I'm in my forties, I think I begin (as I think I said last time)
to realize that family, in that sense, has taken on a new meaning for me. I don't mean to
imply any sort of Hardyesque nineteenth-century determinism about it—people
constantly conquer or evade or destroy the messages contained within their
chromosomes—but it's certainly a constant fact.
RAY:

One also remarks in reading your fiction from the first a change in the quality
of the vision, the quality of consciousness of your main characters. I would
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remark in the last novel, Love and Work again, that humor is by and large missing
from the oppressive responsibility and guilt of the adult protagonist by contrast with
the immensely responsible and prematurely mature younger protagonists, Rosacoke
and Milo Mustian, in the first two novels. Can you yourself see from this vantage point,
from the novel in the making, that you've returned in any way to a Mustian mentality?
Or is that change in the quality of consciousness a part of your life vision and therefore
necessarily to be found in any character you come up with at this time, no matter what
his place or age?
PRICE: Again these are questions on which I can only offer opinions, certainly not
truths. I would not agree that there's no humor in Love and Work. The
humor is not found in the same place; it's not found in the mouths of the rather small
cast of characters, the rather intense, oppressed husband and wife who stand at the
center of that book. The comedy in that book is contained in the essential absurdity of
Thomas Eborn's stance in relation to his own life and the lives of his parents. For me, at
least, a large part of the pleasure is at the end of the book, in which there is the ghostly
vision of his happy parents; that for me is both an awesome ecstatic moment of
unanalyzable reality and a very comic moment when this man has his own fairly
simplistic, neat, tortured, fashionable twentieth-century ideas about love and marriage
challenged by the ghostly parents, people whose lives have been simpler but in fact
perhaps more complicated—certainly better.
In the new novel, I would think that the humor and the comedy are in both
places; are in the actual structure of the book, in the intermeshings of the characters
and their fates and their actions, and also in their mouths. I think there's a good deal
more verbal wit in the new novel than in Love and Work. But the situation in Love and
Work, as always in any serious book, is a response to the particular characters and
story of that book. There's very little in Love and Work to be funny about; at least
there's very little for those two people, Thomas and Jane Eborn, to be funny about.
There's an awful lot for the Mustians to be funny about in their lives. They happen to be
people who perceive their lives with a great deal of wit and humor. Part of Eborn and
Jane's trouble is that they are such whey-faced, serious observers of their own minds
that they have little time for the kind of verbal pageantry that comes as second nature
to the Mustians—and, I think, to the Mayfields and the Kendals, who are the two
leading families in the present novel. Which is not to say that the present novel isn't in
many ways the darkest of the books. I think it's full of darkness; and it's full of many
things better than darkness, happier than darkness. But it's by no means a romp
through forty-one years in the lives of two families.
RAY: What I'm asking about, I think, is continuity in your writing. The most often
remarked feature of your work from the very beginning to the present, to the
last group of essays Things Themselves, is stylistic grace, utter clarity: what's been
described as "pellucid grace." This is clear. Your mark is indelible here, quite as much as
for example Faulkner's. Some writers are not as characteristically stylistic. What I'm
asking for now is a similar and answering continuity of theme, approach, tone,
vision—whatever vague synonym we choose—which I at least feel has been submerged
in the last novel, and indeed in the stories of Permanent Errors. I'm not as a reader asking
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you to go back. That wouldn't be possible and it wouldn't be desirable anymore than in
life—to return. I am asking you, though, whether there is a vitality which you would
grant as missing from the strained neurotic modern consciousness of the Eborn couple,
but which we can find again here. And whether this is salubrious, both for your writing
and in life. Is this a better way of being? Is the Mustian mentality, insofar as it is possible
anymore, preferable for you to the Eborn?
PRICE: You must remember that I think that Love and Work is the best book I've
written before this present one. I wouldn't agree that in any sense, in my mind,
it's a less good or less rich novel than the first two. On the contrary, I prefer it; and I prefer
the stories of Permanent Errors to almost anything I've written until now. (Obviously, I
think the novel that I'm working on now is the best thing I've done; but then most writers
think the thing they are presently working on is the best.) Love and Work is very different
in many ways from the earlier novels; it's much less superficially attractive. But it seems
to me a more complicated and interesting book, despite its brevity. I think that part of
what you feel, and what I think a great many of my friends felt about Love and Work and
Permanent Errors, is a kind of tension, a kind of tightened-forehead atmosphere of
which I was very aware when I was writing them. They are both books which—without
going into elaborate autobiographical statement—feed out of and off of emotions fairly
recent in my own life at the times I was writing them. Therefore they have that slightly
febrile quality that highly personal, confessional material sometimes has. This is not to
confess that either the characters of Permanent Errors or Love and Work are literal
representations of moments of my own life, because they really aren't; aside from the few
pieces in Permanent Errors which are about my parents and one or two pieces about
friends of mine, they are very much about invented characters.
RAY:

But you're not that kind of writer.

PRICE: I haven't yet been that kind of writer, I think. But certainly emotionally—psychically—those books feed out of my fairly immediate experience much more
directly than the first two novels did. It may be one of the reasons that I especially like
those two books, that they bear that very near relation to my own heart.
The new novel does again seem both a more distant and a very close reality to
me. It basically concerns itself with characters who are not me in any of their aspects, a
quite large cast of characters who spread themselves over, as I said, forty-one years—in
fact longer, because there's a good deal of recollection of the lives of people who lie
outside the actual time-scheme of the book, so that the book really concerns itself with
virtually a hundred years of time. It's been a pleasure to write; it's been a joy to write, I
think, in the way that Love and Work and Permanent Errors weren't, because a large
part of the joy of doing it over these nearly three years has been the joy of inventing from
day to day the lives of characters who were quite different from myself. That sort of
diverse Dickensian joy in making up a world—whereas in Permanent Errors and Love
and Work, there was a very small, narrow, almost classical French stage with bare
properties, bare settings, and continually one or two characters speaking in very intense
voices.
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If asked and pressed, as you've just done, I would certainly see a very strong
continuity in all the books. We've already suggested one of the continuities, which is
the obsession with the primacy of family in all human lives and the various views of
family which are taken, the various angles which the four novels take on the spectacle
of family life, the different kinds of spectacles of family life. Certainly I can think of
other persistent obsessions which the books have.
RAY:

For example?

PRICE: Certainly a very continuing fascination with the relations of whites and
Negroes—in Permanent Errors the relations of whites with American
Indians. Exotic, interracial relations of that sort have very much concerned me in the
work: as they would have to concern any Southerner of my generation, which was the
last middle-class generation of whites to be reared by Negro women.
RAY: Which came to adulthood in the 1950s, roughly?
PRICE: Yes.
RAY:

And that has changed because of Civil Rights?

PRICE: And various economic conditions. There are still white children who are
nursed by black women, but it's nothing like as common. Anyway, as I have
said before, my family was very far from being well-to-do—on the contrary, suffered
badly from the Depression—but there was almost invariably a Negro woman in the
house who cooked and took care of the children, simply because you could get a maid
for about eight dollars a week. She would come at seven in the morning and stay until
nine at night, and be glad to get the job.
There would certainly be the obvious concern with the supernatural, the
relations of the visible world to the invisible world.
And those concerns all continue, I'm quite aware, in the new novel (most of
the concern with family in the book is with the filial relation, the child-parent relation).
There's also a very continuing concern in all the novels, as there is in this new one, with
relations of men and women, the erotic, irrational magnetism of the sexes for one
another—and of people of the same sex for one another, of fathers and sons, mothers
and daughters, friends and friends. I think the books are very erotic; the books are
highly concerned with Eros as a force in human life. They are not very explicitly sexual
except for a scene or two in them, but they seem to me deeply concerned with Eros as
one of the two great forces in life.
RAY:

Love and Work being the two great forces?

PRICE: No, just Freud's two: Eros and Thanatos, Love and Death.
RAY:

But your deaths are always so natural and unselfconscious, except the
obsessive death of someone like Eborn's mother, for Eborn. I think again of
the earlier book of stories, of the death of Papa Mustian in The Names and Faces of
Heroes, which is a very natural and uncomplicated affair.
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PRICE: Most people's deaths are very natural, I think, except for wars.
RAY:

The complication in the experience for Rosacoke comes across the hall, as I
recall, and this I remember from the story is the most lasting effect one
has—that strange, mysterious last rite that she wanders into, led by erotic fantasy for
the son of the dying man. Well, I'm concerned with the point you brought up a moment
ago; and that is the presence—the apparently rational, in your case unselfconscious,
credence given to the supernatural. One almost misses the ghost of Tommy Ryden in A
Generous Man because he wanders on and off stage so naturally, so noiselessly that
really one almost fails to stop to ask the question, "Who the hell is this? What's going
on here?" You are certainly a realist, of the kind implied by a title like Things
Themselves, your last collection of non-fiction pieces. How do you account for what
most of your readers are bound to find of questionable reality—in the ghostly, the
ghastly?
PRICE: Well, that seems to me the problem with twentieth-century readers, the
problem with the twentieth century, our old friend the Loss of Faith; I just
happen to have it. I think to go into why I believe the things that I believe would involve
me again in saying things that wouldn't convince anyone who didn't already believe
them himself, so it would seem a fool's errand. I believe perhaps like Tertullian,
because it's absurd: Credo quia absurdum est. I've believed all my life; and I think I
have had elaborate proofs in my life that what I believe is to a large extent, in some
perfectly describable way, true. I would hardly need to add that before about 1914, let's
say, or 1920, virtually every distinguished writer in the history of the world also
believed. Western art is, like it or not, essentially Christian art—until we get into the
twentieth century (with a few minor exceptions like Voltaire and some of the rather
self conscious nineteenth-century atheists), religion is the great motive force of all art,
from cave paintings on, so far as we can tell.
More than that I don't know how to say, except that the books, without at all
being insistent about it, try to state certain realities that I believe to be true. The ghost
of Tommy Ryden in A Generous Man is introduced, both realistically and I hope
amusingly. As someone said, he's the only ghost in fiction who assists in the change of a
flat tire. It is easy to miss that he's a ghost. A lot of people, including a lot of essayists
and reviewers, missed the fact. The book says quite clearly that he's a ghost—if you
actually read the particular sentence in which that's stated. (It's the last thing that most
reviewers can do, read a sentence.) I've met a few people who've seen ghosts. My
mother saw the ghost of my father the night before she died. Told a neighbor about it
the next morning and died late that afternoon, not knowing she was going to die—died
suddenly. Everyone who has ever described to me credible ghost stories—a first-hand
experience of a reality that, for better or worse, has to be described as supernatural, at
least not understandable by our normal rules of evidence and logic—everyone who has
ever described such an experience to me has stated that the experience had about it,
while it was occurring, the absolutely unexceptionable air of reality. Ghosts, in the
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experience of people I know, seem only to be perfectly real human beings sitting in a
room or standing in a room. They don't seem to be diaphanous floating objects,
clanking chains, through whom you can see the pictures hanging on the wall. If you see
the ghost of your mother, you just suddenly walk into a room; and there sits your
mother, in the chair. It occurs to you about two seconds later or four minutes
later—your mother has been dead for fifteen years. You probably know this if you've
read any of the proceedings of the Society for Psychical Research in England (they
have careful case reports on sightings of supernatural beings of one sort or
another)—they so frequently have a perfectly normal human reality about them. So in
the ghosts that have appeared in my work—Ryden in A Generous Man and the parents
at the end of Love and Work—considerable pains were taken to establish that they
have corporal reality for the people who see them.
RAY: We remember, for example, that Milo Mustian hears and feels the
breath—shallow, but the real breath—of Tommy Ryden. And certainly gets
a real knock on the head. Could I ask you if the work, at Duke, of Dr. Rhine in
parapsychological research has had any particular interest for or effect on your
thinking over the last several years?
PRICE: I had an office in the same building with Dr. Rhine for years, though he didn't
know I was there; and I never met him. I respect him as a pioneering figure
(and I discovered as a graduate student in Europe, in the mid 1950s, that if one
mentioned Duke University, one got a kind of Rorschach response from every
educated European—"Dr. Rhine!" They knew of his work and respected it a great deal
more than Rhine's contemporaries in America. I can remember as an undergraduate at
Duke being told by various of my professors in the English Department that he was a
fraud and a charlatan and that the University should ride him off the campus on a rail),
but I've never read a book by him. It seems to me that the least exceptionable thing that
can be said is that he's done some valuable pioneering investigation. Obviously his
tools in many cases have been crude and unreliable, and his raw materials have often
had to be highly fishy. (I can attest, as a young English instructor having an office in the
same building, that one was constantly being asked by very unstrung, unusual
individuals indeed how one found one's way to the third floor to Dr. Rhine's office,
people who presumably wanted to come and prove their psychic powers to Dr. Rhine.)
It is, in fact, one of the deductions that one makes from his work and from the work of
most pioneers in psychical research, or really in the arts—that people with special
powers of various sorts don't have to conform to our own particular ideas of human
respectability, or intellectual or moral or ethical likability. But as to Dr. Rhine's having
any specific effect on my work, I wouldn't say that he has. I'm perfectly prepared to
believe that the world is not only more complicated than we know but than it is ever
possible for us to know, simply because we are limited as human beings by the
capacities of our sense organs. There could be incredible visual phenomena actually
occurring in this room right now which you and I simply can't see—no doubt they are
occurring—because our retinas are only capable of responding to a very short portion
of the spectrum of light. The room could be filled with angels, you know, dancing
nude—and we wouldn't know it.
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RAY:

This sense of a super-charged atmosphere, whether seen or merely felt, occurs
again, I think, most dramatically in A Generous Man. That is a book filled
with psychic energy because Milo Mustian, those three days of his life, age fifteen, is
full of a mysterious energy that a blessed few perceive,'drink, and are changed by for
life. Does this accord again with your own experience of human nature? Are there
persons in life from whom we drink psychic energy at the level of excitement and drama
that occurs in that very dramatic, exciting, and (I think I would maintain) symbolic
narrative, A Generous Manl
PRICE: That's a marvelous question, and I think it's the most exciting thing about
human life. The answer of course is yes, there are such people. They are
enormously rare; and it's both tragic that they are and—for them, at least—marvelous,
because they are always sacrificial people. They are always lambs in whose blood we
bathe, whose blood we drink, as you say. They are always—I very much hate to use the
word—but they are always "Christ-figures" of some sort or another, to use the tiredest
cliche of 1950s criticism. I certainly don't have any conscious perceptions of Milo
Mustian as a Christ-figure—Christ only in the sense of the god whom men kill and eat.
RAY:

Let's say an Adonis then.

PRICE: An "Adonis-figure," to create a new cliche'. Yes, I've known such people in
my own life; and certainly one of the statements that the book makes about
Milo is that though he, as you say, has this enormous, inherent immanent energy for
those three days in his life, one perceives as he enters the house at the end of the book
(one is certainly meant to perceive, and certainly if one sees the person he turns into
years later in A Long and Happy Life, one sees) that that energy was taken from him;
that it perhaps is given by a god and is taken away by other human beings. In an essay
that I wrote about the book, I actually quoted those lines of Donne—you remember
the ones in which Donne says of love that "his first minute after noon is night." And so
Milo's "first minute after noon is night." Many people who discussed the book in
reviews and essays spoke of it as, you know, a young boy's coming to manhood. Well, it
is that. It's his coming to manhood and also, in a sense, his entering senility, entering
old age, as he enters that house at age fifteen or sixteen—whatever he is—at the end.
His life is essentially over; the good part of his life is essentially over when that book
ends.
RAY: If Rato had not come back, if Rato's bloody shirt had been a true omen of his
death, would Milo have gone on, and would Lois have followed him? Can
you visualize that for Milo, or was it all the bravura of his age and the romance of that
moment?
PRICE: I've talked about this before, maybe not to you; but I don't think it's
bravura—I think he really means it. I think he really has a vision of the horror
that awaits him and awaits all of his kind. Certainly when he is in the woodshed with
Lois, when he describes growing tobacco for the rest of his life, he says that line that I
still love; he says, "Hell, I don't even smoke!"
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Spoken like a true North Carolinian!

PRICE: But it isn't bravura; his vision is not bravura; it's a genuine vision. But then
what on earth would Milo have done had he left home? All right, suppose
Rato is actually dead; suppose Lois really agrees to follow him; what the hell is he going
to do? At best he can go to Raleigh or Richmond or Norfolk or some nearby
city—Henderson, North Carolina—get a job, you know, working in a carwash or feedand-seed store. The boy is quite unequipped to pursue the sort of knight-errantry that
he seems to have in mind, that he seems to feel is required by the situation of the world.
RAY:

Becoming, thereby, Wesley Beavers.

PRICE: Becoming thereby Wesley. He's doomed. He goes on to become this rather
raucous, burnt-out jokester that we see, who disgusts even his sister. Though
when I wrote the screenplay for A Long and Happy Life a few years after the novel (I
think I published some of those scenes in Things Themselves, scenes that relate to
Milo), I really tried to give Milo a slightly better shake—the grown Milo—and I think
there are some moments of tenderness, of the old Milo that glowed up there, in some of
the scenes, especially the scenes around the birth and death of his first child. And
maybe there is some hint of that in the novel. I haven't read the novel for ten years at
least, but I suspect that there are scenes in the novel when he and Rosacoke are still a
little oblivious to her pregnancy and her own descending crisis. It's very limited,
however, because whatever that adolescent grace was, it was taken from him.
RAY:

I could not be sustained, by definition—impossible of sustenance? Or could it
have been nurtured?

PRICE: I think there have been people who have sustained it; they are people that we
call saints. I think that's what we mean by saints; President Nixon said,
leaving office just the other day, in a statement which was both appalling and perhaps
true, that his mother was a saint. He said, "Most people would say that their mother
was a saint." /adored my mother; I don't know that I would say she was a saint. I would
say that I've known a saint or two in my life, one of whom was in my family. I think my
mother's sister, the one who reared her, the second oldest of her sisters, was a saintly
person in the sense that, all through her enormous personal difficulties, she dispensed a
kind of extraordinary psychic generosity and grace to all the people around her and
lived a long life—on into her late seventies.
RAY:

A Long and Happy Life?

PRICE: I would think that one or two of the great writers I've known in my life have
had saintly qualities about them.
RAY:

What writers?

PRICE: I don't think I'd like to say; it would embarrass them very much if I said it. But
living writers. This is not to mean that they are sanctimonious or goody-
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goodies. In fact, they are rather thorny, problematic, difficult human beings like
everyone else; but I think they dispense (and not only in their work, their genius) an
extraordinary form of human generosity. I mean, that's the greatest triumph in human
life, to be able to maintain that kind of magnanimity; but once again, all the people that
I've known who were saintly were sacrificial. They are that at a tremendous cost to
themselves. My aunt had an immensely unhappy life; she brought enormous happiness
to various people around her. And the two particular writers that I'm thinking of, that
I'm being cagey about, are people who have had very solitary lonely lives and yet who
have given the most enormous love and generosity to their friends—people who came
in contact with them.
RAY:

The two words that occur most frequently in Milo's mouth in A Generous
Man are need and give. He's very conscious of these essential qualities of his
mission and he feels the responsibility of that mission both in bed and at the family
table; a man who is a discomfort to his mother and his sister, a good deal, because
they're losing their family grip on him. I'm surprised (and this is not really a question
but a comment, if you'll pardon me), I'm surprised that the utter simplicity of the fact
that we need from others and they sometimes blessedly and mysteriously give to us had
managed to escape me until I confronted that feature of A Generous Man. Need, want,
and give. Is this what makes the drama of the early books comprehensible
thematically? And how would you see Love and Work first, then the on-going novel,
under this theme?
PRICE: Well, I must say that you may have found out the theme of all the books! I've
never thought of it. I never realized that needing and giving are that important
in A Generous Man as words and as themes, but I would certainly think they are
absolutely central to the new novel. Needing and giving, as you say, begin in bed. They
begin with the actual conception of a child; and they continue from the moment of his
birth, in his relations to his parents and then to the people whom he loves, the people
whom he needs and desires to have in his life, in his bed and at his side. I would agree, I
think (without having previously thought about it) that the drama or one of the forms of
the drama of all the novels, including the new novel, might be said to be strung between
the poles of needing and giving, needing and refusal— because obviously need implies
both things. Someone can need you and perfectly obviously you can refuse to answer the
need.
RAY: Eborn, for example, to his wife?
PRICE: A large portion of human need is refused, which is presumably one of the major
causes of unhappiness in the world—refused needs. Auden says in a poem, the
title of which I've forgotten, "When shall we see what should be clear as day? / We are not
free to choose what we shall love." That seems to me an unquestionable statement about
human need and affection. Our needs are delivered to us at birth—no doubt at
conception—and once again, this comes back partly to our chemical heritage, our
genetic constitution, our constitution as it's formed in contact with our parents, our
siblings, the people who rear us and who inhabit our childhoods, who become the world
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for us and therefore predispose us to certain psychic and physical needs. And our lives
can certainly, from one perspective at least, be charted as cycles of need and acceptance,
need and refusal.
The most baffling thing about most of our lives is why we need the things we
need. The most baffling thing I'm sure that you must have felt about many of your young
friends or your contemporaries throughout your life is why on earth is Xdoing Y? Why
on earth is Xpursuing B] The answer is Xis usually helpless not to pursue For B. "When
shall we see what should be clear as day? / We are not free to choose what we shall love"
. . . and/or need.
Nor are we really free to choose what we will give to other people. Obviously
our reason frequently tells us that we should give certain things to certain people who
want them from us; but we are really psychically prevented from giving those things, at
least giving them truthfully. Sometimes we give them lyingly, give them insincerely.
That's not always a bad thing to do, I think; but it is a very tricky and potentially
disastrous thing to give forms of love and affection to people for whom one cannot
actually profoundly/^/ love and affection.
RAY:

For example, Thomas Eborn again, in Love and Work, simulating orgasm for
his wife because she needs to know that he has been satisfied; that it's still all
right, when it isn't—it's no longer possible.
PRICE: That's an example, yes, a very common example, I would take it, from the lives
of most human beings, at least in twentieth-century America . . . now that we
know impotency is on the rise, shall we say, in America, according to all statistics.
RAY:

James Dickey, describing your work, made account of your non-fiction prose:
your essay on Hemingway I think he described as—"stunningly good." I'd like
to ask you as a critic now, as a teacher, as a thinker about the writing of others and of
yourself, dispassionately: if you were to describe your fiction in continuity, in
development, from the early stories to the present novel, would you find yourself
spending more time talking about surface, characterization, description, narrative
structure; more time talking about style, the ironic tone that I think is very much present
even as early as A Long and HappyLifel Would your own be a rhetorical viewpoint, or
would you find yourself coming out for symbolic pattern—something very complicated,
even mythic? (As I'm convinced exists consciously in the narrative structure of A
Generous Man\e names give that away from time to time early in the book.) If one were
limited, say, to one viewpoint from which to most fully explore your work, how would
it fall in the spectrum of critical approaches, critical possibilities?
PRICE: I wouldn't ask any reader to share my own concerns about the books. A
number of the possible readings which you suggest strike me as being
potentially absurd and evasive ways of dealing with the books. My only interest in the
books, insofar as I am very interested in past work—and to be perfectly honest, I'm not
terribly interested in it. I respect it; I'm glad I did it; I'm always delighted when people tell
me that they've read it (especially when they say that they've read it and liked it); but I

46

CONVERSATIONS

don't go around thinking about my old work with any kind of continuity or depth, simply
because I'm always so concerned with the work I'm doing now. Very few people, of what I
could call mental health, spend very much time brooding on their distant past.
RAY:

Whether personal or creative?

PRICE: Whether personal or creative. But if I talk or think about my own work, I find
myself thinking about it in the way that most critics think is awfully oldfashioned and corny and nineteenth-century—simply as books about people, as books
about other human beings. If I want to talk about my people, I essentially want to talk
about (in the way we were just talking about Milo) what Milo's life is or is not like as it
seems to me; about what I think there is, in a very old-fashioned way, to learn about
human life, human behavior, from the contemplation of a life presented truly and a little
more neatly arid visibly than would actually be possible—presented in a novel that way. I
don't mean to say that I'd do that other corny thing, which is to sit around and wonder,
what is Rosacoke really doing now? I don't have the faintest idea what Rosacoke is doing
now; to that extent I really don't care. I mean, her life for me essentially ended as the book
ends; so did Milo's. I don't know whether Milo is at a crop-dusting meeting tonight or
whether he's drunk in a bar in Norfolk. I'm not nuts about the characters. I don't think
that they really have lives which continue after the book ends.
RAY:

But those two characters went through two novels.

PRICE: . . . Plus that earlier short story. They really occupied my emotional energies
for the years from 1955 to 1966, for eleven years. The first story, "A Chain of
Love," was written in 1955; and A Generous Man was published in 1966; so for eleven
years of my life I was fairly continuously thinking about members of that family. I no
longer am. But someday I might again. I'm not trying to make light of them or dismiss
them in any way. I'm just saying that when I find myself thinking about Rosacoke or
Milo, I'm thinking about them entirely within the framework of the book in which they
existed for me. I'm not thinking, "Well, is Milo today an army sergeant somewhere? Has
he joined the army because he can't make a go of farming?" No, I don't know that. One
morning I might wake up and know and start writing another book about him, though I
don't anticipate doing so. I did briefly, as a matter of fact, about two years ago think of
writing a short novel about Rosacoke and Wesley some ten years after A Long and
Happy Life', but then I began to feel that in a way it would be a gimmick, that it would be
cranking up a machine which probably had done honorable work and should be allowed
to rest as I had previously abandoned it; that my life had carried me on to points in which I
was perhaps no longer in direct touch with them and their lives.
RAY:

You're not even haunted by the Guptons?

PRICE: Not really. I'm amused and delighted by the reality that there are such people,
but I haven't known any for years. That's part of the reason that one ceases to
think about his characters, because certain characters cease to feed into one's books out
of real life; you simply get beyond those points in your life. The characters in A Long and
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Happy Life (once again, need I caution you by saying that the characters are by no means
literal transcriptions of anyone I have known) are the sorts of people with whom, as I've
told you before, I was in grade school in eastern North Carolina in the late thirties, early
forties—people who ten years later began to demand treatment and appearance in my
work. I haven't had intimate contact with people of that sort—country people from
eastern North Carolina—since 1947, twenty-seven years ago; so it's hardly likely that
they're going to have any great urgency in my psychic life again.
The sorts of people that I knew when I was a graduate student at Oxford in the
mid-fifties only surfaced in my work in the mid-sixties when I was writing the stories in
Permanent Errors—the rather intense intellectual people who populate Love and Work
and Permanent Errors.
Now in the new novel, again, there are people who will perhaps be more nearly
like the characters of the first two novels. But they are eastern North Carolina, southern
Virginia people of quite different social backgrounds, social classes; much more nearly
an upper middle-class milieu than the upper working-class milieu of A Generous Man.
More the milieu of my own parents' families—that's what I'm saying.
RAY:

Latin teachers.

PRICE: Latin teachers, small-town businessmen, cheerful drunks.
RAY:

We've talked before about the names of your characters. Some seem
consciously significant, some merely funny or euphonious or cacophonous.
Gupton couldn't be better for those people for example.

PRICE: A real family from our town; a real name.
RAY:

How do you come to a name like Mayfield, for example, as the family name of
the new novel? Just sounds right?

PRICE: It just sounds right. I wrote the name down in my notebook probably twelve
years ago for the family.
RAY:

Has the idea of the boy and his ... not his history, which you said you had to
create, but the idea of the eleven-year old . . . has that been on your mind all
that time?
PRICE: Yes. When I first conceived the book, I conceived it as an intense study of the
relations of a father and his one son after the mother had died. And in fact I
would think the actual title story of The Names and Faces of Heroes comes nearer
containing the kind of psychic energy that I thought this novel was going to contain when
I first tried to begin the novel in 1961. As I said, the novel wouldn't begin in 1961; but I did
write that short story in 1962; and I think I managed to get into that short story the
particular kind of energy that was obsessing me, which was very much energy about my
own father and my own complicated relations with this man whom I loved very deeply
and very complicatedly and who had just died in 1954. And that story was a penultimate
transaction with his ghost, as it were—Love and Work being perhaps the ultimate
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transaction with it. The new novel, as it finally developed, does indeed end with a
complicated relation between a father and son but of a rather different sort and a relation
which is only the last step, or the latest visible step in a very long chain of causes and
effects and accidents in a family over a period of nearly a hundred years.
RAY:

If we could glance back at "The Names and Faces of Heroes," the story, and
another story (a sketch really, "Uncle Grant") in that book, it seems to me that
the two are the most transparently autobiographical, personal, and for that reason in one
of the two cases the most difficult interpretively. "Uncle Grant" to me is marvelous. It
fills out the father, the man, and sees him from an objective, an historical point of view;
sees him doing things relating to the black man, for example, to his family, to his
economic situation—in a very uncomplicated, totally convincing way. I felt, in rereading
that story, that this is utter simplicity; this is history. Now "The Names and Faces of
Heroes" remains an enigma to me, and I know it does to other readers as well. Something
is going on, palpably impalpable, in this boy's mind as he lies in his father's lap and as he
comes to terms with the enormous burden of his relationship to his father, finding a hero
in this unprepossessing man. Do you think the story succeeds? That may not be a fair
question, but I'll ask you to comment on that story any way you would because I think it's
the most problematic of the early stories, the most ambitious certainly.
PRICE: I think it's that. All I can say is I've met a number of strangers, people who
didn't know me and didn't know my life and could therefore have no sense of
what the relation of that story to my life was—I've met numbers of people who told me
that they liked the story, that they admired the story, people who seemed in fact to
understand the story in the way that I intended it to be understood. That, for me in my
life, has always been a kind of touchstone of whether anything works or not; if you can
meet at least three people whom you don't know, who are not friends of yours, who've
actually sat in their own rooms and read the book and then come to you and given you
a description of the book which matches your own vision, then the book has succeeded
(at least three people who are not yourself, your mother or brother).
I'm certainly aware that it's a very complicated and in many ways a difficult
story, perhaps a little more difficult than it ought to be. It's certainly a love story. It's
certainly a story containing an enormous amount of Eros. And I may say that I think
it's one of those very rare stories in English which deals with the reality that English and
American writers have found almost impossible to face or talk about, which is the
degree of Eros, the overwhelming amount of Eros, that exists between many fathers
and sons. There's a great deal of that felt in James Agee, for instance, a writer for whom
I've felt a lot of kinship (and who just recently, through genealogical discoveries of my
father's sister, I find that I probably was rather closely related to—I have a direct
ancestor from the eighteenth century, a French Huguenot who entered Virginia, whose
name was James Agee; there can't have been two French Huguenot families in America
founded by an immigrant who was called James Agee). But the story certainly contains
strong energy of that sort. Perhaps what's mysterious in the story is the end in which the
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boy has a supernatural vision of what his father's death is going to be like, which is what
my father's death was like—a death from lung cancer, over which I as a man of twentyone presided. But again, those are things that it's almost impossible for me to know
about because /wrote the story; and /know what I think the story is about. It's awfully
hard for me to sit in the brain of an intelligent reader and know how much of the story is
registering.
RAY: Well, one reads the dream-sequence, the vision of the death, as a calculated and
enormously eerie—unnervingly eerie—nightmare, explicitly Freudian, if I
can use that word and bend it too far perhaps. We see Thanatos and Eros coming
together; the boy is literally pulling away the sexual life, the life of his father, without
guilt—he's too young for that, I assume. And yet I wonder if that dream requires some
kind of exegesis, like the Bible, to make sense of it. Does it require a Freudian analysis, a
Freudian explanation? And if it does, can it succeed as the capstone, the coda, of the
story?
PRICE: I certainly wouldn't have thought it did. There are a great many dreams in my
new novel, for instance, as there are a number of dreams in Love and Work. But
I think they are dreams which are not meant to have any heavy drugstore-Freudian
reading pressed upon them. On the contrary, I don't think that even Freud was able to
read many people's dreams. I think that dreams, insofar as I understand anything about
dreams at all, are primarily interesting or revealing as events in our lives—perhaps no
more revealing, no more real than you and I just having had dinner in Hillsboroughand
eaten barbecue and string beans. The dream that I might have tonight might very likely
be no more illuminating to a bystander than the spectacle of me eating barbecue and
string beans in Hillsborough, North Carolina. Sol would say that I think, insofar as I can
really remember the intentions and the effect of "The Names and Faces of Heroes," the
intention of the dream was simply to state a truth that I feel about many children,
especially about a child who loves his father as much as that child does; and that is that
children so frequently have this sense of being fathers to their fathers, of being in a
position of protector to these rather helpless adults.
I think children who love their parents almost invariably feel that their parents
are hopelessly incompetent, and indeed most parents are, as indeed we all are when we
are adults. We don't realize when we are children that we are going to be even more
incompetent as adults than we were as children. And I think—I know—that I as a child
who sometimes used to travel with my father (he was a traveling salesman), that my
affection and love for my father were always darkened and deepened and made
frightening—made more intense—by my perception of my father's mortality, by my
perception of the fate that I felt almost certainly waited for this man fairly quickly. My
mother's father had died when my mother was very young, when she was eleven I believe;
and she had told me in great detail about his death many times, so I was very impressed as
a child by the fact that your parents can indeed die when you're young. I guess I used to
have fantasies which were no doubt partly hostile to my father and were partly] ust loving
and fearful that he would die; and so when I came to invent that sort of dream, that sort of
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precognition for Preacher, the young boy in "The Names and Faces of Heroes," I simply
gave him a dream which is a fairly literal account of my own father's death. No, I wouldn't
ask a reader to place a heavy reading on the dream; I would only ask him to see the dream
as just another event in the narrative of that story, an event which in fact /know happens
to be what really happens to Preacher's father years later. The reader can't be expected to
know—although the story states it, I believe—that the dream is a piece of knowledge, a
precognition. No, the story once again is a transaction with the supernatural, with the
unreal, and therefore risks being unconvincing and unsatisfactory for many readers. But
that seems to be a risk that I am constantly taking in my work and I trust will go on taking.
RAY:

Well, perhaps I simply have the adult and cynical perspective of Thomas
Eborn in Love and Work, when he commends the spare narrative by his
mother, in the diary account that he discovers the day of her death, of his father's death.
What he cavils at is the false sentiment, the cliche's; what he admires is the lean and
reallv balanced sense of the sequence. He even, as I recall, mentions her shift in tense as
the inspiration of a born writer. My point is simply that the dream is complicated,
complicating an already complicated situation, and that "The Names and Faces of
Heroes" remains more interpretively difficult even than Love and Work.
PRICE: I love what Eborn's mother says about her husband's death too—I admire her
greatly, as I said—but I would answer to that that I think Preacher's perception
of reality is a great deal more complicated than Eborn's mother's conception of what's
going on in her husband's death. She's making a fairly plain, deeply moving response to
the rushing abandonment of a mate, of a life-long love; and this young boy of great
sensitivity and precocious intelligence in "The Names and Faces of Heroes" is
responding to a considerably broader range of facts and possibilities.
RAY:

Did you as a child have a nickname?

PRICE: I had several, one of which was Preacher. My father often called me Preacher
Jones. I never knew why.
RAY:

Because you were precocious perhaps?

PRICE: A rather solemn little boy.
RAY:

Well, that's changed at least. If we can shift gears just a moment and return to a
point that I raised earlier—what I would call the chiseled finality of style in
your writing. There's almost never a sentence that doesn't seem perfected (and I say that
not in flattery; as a statement of fact, a judgment, it's as objective as it can be). I wonder
often when I read writing like this, of this fineness, how long you have to struggle for the
sentence; or if there's ever a struggle past the early development of style, since we've seen
this as a constant in your writing. Yeats, for example, struggled, he said perhaps
exaggeratedly, with a line a morning and spent all afternoon revising that line. Do you
find yourself struggling with the word,/or the word, with the sentence, with the rhythm
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of the line, cancelling, going back? Or has writing become—and when did it become?—a
secure craft, so that now the puzzlement is in structure, point of view, and things beyond
mere wording?
PRICE: I risk giving away far too much any time I answer any of those questions—far
too much to one's critics. You are kind to say that it has a chiseled finality. I
would like to believe that that's true myself, obviously; but as you are also aware, there
are a number of readers and critics who don't feel that—who feel that it is floundering
and maundering and meandering and precious and baroque. The other thing that's
dangerous to give away is the fact that the longer I've written, the less effort I have felt in
the work. I proceed fairly slowly through a book, as I think I've said several places before,
at the rate of one to two pages a day, for about six days a week, fifty-two weeks a year. But
if I look at a page of manuscript after I've passed on to the next day's writing, I find that
there's very little crossing out; there's very little chicken-scratching on the page. For
better or worse, the prose simply arrives at my fingertips in more or less its final form.
It's just the thing that I know how to do. You know, I never knew how to do any
of the things that children were supposed to be good at when I was a child. I was
absolutely hopeless in sports; I was hopeless in getting along with other children; I was
very bad at all the childly skills. I think the one thing in the world that I know how to do is
be other people and to write narrative prose well. I do think I know how to do that, and I
think I know how absolutely by the grace of God. If I looked back at the manuscript
material of my first two or three books, I would expect to see a good deal more laboring
over the prose—a beginner's labor. But I would say that from about A Generous Man on
(this is all very rough memory because I certainly haven't looked back at the manuscripts
and tried to figure out the percentage of fiddling and revision), I would say from about
my third book on I began to get a kind of stride, a kind of access to a natural vein within
myself which in the present book at least has flowed with great speed and (for me) great
j oy. I deeply enj oyed writing this novel in a way that I don't think I could say that I deeply
enjoyed writing any of the previous books.
RAY:

Well, you said earlier that you see the present manuscript going to 800 pages.
That's at least three times as long as the longest novel, A Generous Man. How
to account for this major change in scope and range? How to account for it in a case like
Eudora Welty's Losing Battles'? Does this presage something in your development, and
is it a plateau? Are you fearful that this is a peak that won't be reattained, a pleasure that
won't be refound? Or do you accept it in stride, thankful for it?
PRICE: I'm very thankful for it. No, I'm not afraid; I'm not yet afraid, that is. I have a
normal seizure ofpostpartum depression after every book is finished, as every
writer I've ever known has. It's a perfectly normal human response to having been very
busy at something for three years and suddenly having that thing trundled out of the
house, having it kidnapped from the crib.
Why is it more than three times as long as A Generous Man! I don't
know—because I'm forty-one years old and I know a lot more than I knew then.
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Knowledge?

PRICE: Yes. A novel is, alas—for better or worse—a function of experience and
maturity. Why are there almost no good novels written by people in their
early twenties or their teens? There are almost none. It's one of the great problems of
teaching writing to young people—you find talented young people, eighteen or
nineteen years old; you try to teach them some skills; you try to teach them some
awareness, some craft and discipline. But you are also aware that you're getting them
all dressed up with no place to go for about ten years, because they've got to wait until
they've settled into their own characters and into their own lives, until they know
something in their lives; and then their good fiction, their good narrative, will begin to
come out of them in their middle and late twenties—I believe often not until their early
thirties. This particular novel that I'm hoping to complete in the next five or six weeks
is, I think, a kind of summary book of a large part of what I know as a person who has
lived his life and watched many others for four decades.

Conversation 4
Durham, North Carolina
June 15, 1975

RAY:

Mr. Price, your latest and longest novel has just been published by
Atheneum, The Surface of Earth. I would ask you, to begin with, to describe
continuity from such earlier novels as A Generous Man, A Long and Happy Life, and
Love and Work. The statement is often made that some writers spend their lives writing
one book—Yeats for example, or Joyce, or even Faulkner. If this is at least
provisionally true in your case, how does The Surface of Earth both carry on and
elaborate the vision of those earlier three novels?
PRICE: It seems to me a very different kind of book, and yet I suppose inevitably it's a
book made out of many of the disparate elements which are in those early
books. I think in many ways there's a combination in The Surface of Earth of the kinds
of materials and the kinds of relations to those materials which were visible in the
books before, say, Love and Work\d there's certainly a strong flavor of the sort of
material that came into the books with Love and Work and Permanent Errors. In fact,
though, as you know, I never saw a sharp break in the work, a sharp discontinuity in
either the kinds of treatment or the material of the books as they proceeded out of those
last ten or twelve years. I didn't see it because I was very conscious of having been me
the whole time, of having lived a continuous Heraclitean life; and I was partly
conscious of the degree to which the books were arising out of that on-going experience
of life and out of the long past that lay behind the books before I ever began writing.
The Surface of Earth would certainly seem to me now not only the longest (I suppose
it's as long in terms of words, or longer, than all three previous novels combined) but
also the fullest in the sense of using the most, of making the fullest use of the materials
of both my life and my observation, my emotions and ideas. As I think I've said to you
before a large part of what has gone into the size and the length of The Surface of Earth is
the fact that I've now lived more than forty years and, for better or worse, this book
contains a large part of what I think I've learned, witnessed in those years.
If that seems to imply—as it always does to literal-minded critics and
readers—any sort of direct transcription in the novel of the experience of those fortytwo years, autobiographical transcription, again there is no such literal transcription.
There is certainly elaborate metamorphosis and transformation; there is certainly the
continuing process that one finds in any serious writer's work of ongoing spiritual
autobiography; but no—no direct literal transcription.
RAY:

I'd like to return to the autobiographical relativity; but for now venture a
critical estimate, perhaps prematurely: that for at least a first reading The
Surface of Earth offers by far the most satisfying aesthetic experience of any but a few
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of the stories that I especially like and that I think we may have discussed before in what
you mentioned as your last collection of stories, Permanent Errors. Given the length
and the scope of a book that begins its direct narrative in 1903 (although we go back
long before, intermittently) and takes us to a June night in 1944—that's a forty-one
year span in which you alternate with, I think, great architectonic skill, straight
narrative, character-interpretive narrative, and epistolary narrative—I would ask you,
was the book written as a sequence of episodes, in order? Is there anything different
here from you daily, weekly, yearly writing routine as you've described it before? Is
there anything different in the how-many-year preparation of this novel?
PRICE: Slightly less than three—about a month less than three years. I was actually
involved in writing it, beginning in January 1972, and running through, I
believe, mid-to-late November of this past year, 1974. The difference, perhaps, in the
procedure was to a large extent a difference of length—a function of the length of the
project; of realizing, after I was forty or fifty pages into the book, that I was really
writing a book that was going to run in manuscript seven or eight hundred pages, which
it finally did. That meant that I worked with a kind of gathering momentum, which one
never gets, for instance, in writing short stories—simply because they're short; they end
very shortly after you begin them; and then the whole machine of that story dies and
you have to wait and crank that machine again, overcome inertia, before you can begin
another story. Or if you're writing a shorter novel, it takes a shorter period of your own
life and perhaps develops less sheer momentum of its own as it goes. That was the
pleasure of this book which I've referred to, the sheer ongoing drive of it; the weight of
its elaborate and gathering narrative pressing upon me, and the whole process of
writing the book through those three years.
I've always written sequentially. I find it extremely difficult even to believe
that some writers don't, though apparently there are very fine writers indeed who don't.
I write page one and then I write page two and then I write page three. It's very
necessary to the way that I've worked in the past, at least, to have the story invent itself
to a large extent from day to day as I proceed.
What was out of sequence in the writing of the novel, as I think I may have
mentioned before, was what I attempted when I began writing the novel in January of
'72; I thought the novel began in June of 1944 and that it would occur almost entirely
within that summer, with a few excursions into memory and recollection of a deeper
past. I wrote fifty or sixty pages set in that summer, as I've said, and then began to
realize that there was too much excursus into the past. People were having to stop for
far too long and give each other these Wagnerian summaries of past events, which were
getting in themselves very burdensome and much too mystifying, I thought, for me and
for the reader. So I did stop and go back in my own mind to try to discover where I felt
the actual narrative began, the actual story which would bring us to this father and his
son in the summer of 1944. When I got to the writing of Book Three of the novel some
two years later, I found that most of the initial fifty-page segment that I'd written fitted
very neatly into the on-going stream of the novel. That was the only piece which I
recollect as having come in any sense out of sequence.
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Then when I finished the actual writing of the book this past November or
December, in the act of rereading it I perhaps added a total of six, seven, or eight
manuscript pages here and there; a paragraph at a time, a sentence or two here and
there which came to perhaps a total of fewer than ten pages. I remember adding one or
two very short letters to the various sections of letters where I felt a slightly more
meticulous link was needed between letters, but those were the only major additions.
RAY:

Well, at this point you've reached the age of full maturity at which many,
many writers have done their longest lasting, their best work. Let's again
provisionally assume that this is, if not your best, at least the first full maturity of your
style and vision. I've already implied that the satisfaction for the reader rests in the
seamless garment of narrative that is a relatively unflawed depiction of very
complicated, subtle relationships and changes. If life is process, then you've caught the
process of emotional and physical change in a rather wide array of related and often
not-so-related lives over a rather wide and distended space of time, or set of sequences
in time. I'd like to ask you if, in addition to growing strength, the vision or conception
of this book was stronger or more vivid or better worked out—if you could briefly
summarize the conception of The Surface of Earth as it's carried out in narrative detail.
PRICE: Do you mean the architecture of the book, what I think the themes of the
book are?
RAY:

Not theme, but narrative. What is being said? Whose story is being told and
who are the major actors on the stage? And, finally, what shape does their
drama take in your mind? What did it take or does it take, before we go on then into
interpretive meaning?
PRICE: I initially contemplated the book for nearly twelve years before writing it.
RAY:

Beginning in?

PRICE: 1961.
RAY:

You were then working on what?

PRICE: I had just then finished A Long and Happy Life and was assuming that this
story, which ultimately issued in The Surface of Earth, was going to be my
second novel. It became the fourth, a dozen years later. As I was, through those years,
contemplating the story and making notes about it, I assumed always that the story was
primarily, indeed thoroughly, concerned with the man who is now Rob Mayfield and
his son, who is now called Hutch Mayfield. It was only a month or so after beginning
the actual writing of the novel that I realized it was about a great deal more than
that—although when I stopped in March '72 and realized I was going to have to move
back in time to 1903,1 don't think I had any conscious conception of what an elaborate
view of complicated family interactions was going to proceed out of that action on my
part, that narrative leap. But in the instinct, or perhaps the unconscious decision, to go
back to the beginning of the story, I landed myself in an elaborate web, the web of
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family; and the only way to trace my way out of that web back towards what I thought
was my initial story (this is getting to be a very complicated metaphor) was simply to
tell the whole story, was to circle the web, touch every strand. And that involved
making, in the end, a considerably more complicated and elaborate story than I had
ever . . . I started to say dreamt of making. Perhaps I had dreamt of making it. I hadn't
been conscious that my mind was planning such an elaborate story. I think if I had
really known consciously that I was planning anything so chronologically and
architecturally elaborate, I would have been very frightened and filled with anxieties at
beginning the book. I wasn't at all. I cheerfully dived in and more or less cheerfully
swam out.
It's about, I suppose, the irreducible fact of human life, which is family. The
only means ever devised by historic man, at least, to get on with his life and with the
continuance of the generations. The family—presumably the oldest of all human
institutions, that survive at least, and obviously the institution which most affects or
has most affected the whole spectacle of human history. I think the book is, among
many, many other things, about the ways in which two families blend, or refuse or fail
to blend, in a marriage, in the creation of children; and then affect one another, for
generations, even centuries, to come.
RAY:

The focus here being Eva Kendal and Forrest Mayfield?

PRICE: I think the focus really being the Mayfields and the Kendals.
RAY:

But their marriage—consummating and rearranging this complex web.

PRICE: Their marriage is the vital act in the on-going present of the book. Their act, the
act of their elopement and marriage and their commitment to bear a son, is the
act which trips the action of the book. But so, for instance is a quite different act, which is
the absolute first act in the book; and that is the question which Rena asks on line one of
page one—" 'Who told Thad she was dead?' Rena asked,' In many ways it's the only
question anyone asks in the book, and the remainder of the book is an elaborate answer
to Rena's initial question. The tragic narrative of the birth of Eva's mother and the death
and suicide of Eva's grandparents as a result of that birth might be looked upon as the act
which begins the blending of these families, which ultimately drives Eva from her own
home into the arms of the man in the world perhaps least able to satisfy or hold her for
long. But then what act propelled Thad, years before 1903, to insist upon fathering a
child upon a woman on whom he had been told not to father a child? And what act then
propelled his suicide on her death? There's no true beginning, I suppose to any story. All
beginnings revert, yield, to the creation, the literal beginning of humankind, of human
life; and will go on until the extinction of the race or the metamorphosis of the race into
whatever else it might become.
RAY: There's a fascinating circularity, in other words, from the beginning of
Surface of Earth, in which the question is, why did Thad, the maternal
grandfather of Eva and Rena and Kennerly, feel compelled to father a daughter on a
wife who could not bear safely? Why then did he offer himself, a double sacrifice, on
her dead body at the birthbed? And at the end of the book, when Robinson Mayfield,
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now almost forty-one, has for fourteen years lived in a kind of dead end, a blind alley,
since the childbirth and death (their second try) of his wife, and who is in the end in the
closest possible physical and emotional contact with the son Hutch—contact gained
with great suffering, especially to the father, but I think also to the son—deciding not to
die, sacrificially, but rather to make out of that same tragic accident two generations
later a kind of at least temporary victory and to find in this son, this remnant, at least
half of a promise that he had made at his wife's death—if God would spare the child, he
would be a man and accept his responsibilities, see responsibility for what has to be the
first time in his life; he's at least half willing to do that now. Were you conscious when
the first and last scenes happened that this kind of seamless circularity was at work in
your conception of family process and the three underlying and recurrent motifs of
this, and I think your earlier novels and stories as well: love and work and death? Did
this just happen, or is there a consciousness, an art that conceals art in such fabricated
tales?
PRICE: I think it conceals itself so well that it concealed it from me most of the way
through the book! It's awfully difficult to talk about this; but I have said
before to you, and to other people, that the major thing I think I've learned as I
proceeded through what's now roughly twenty years of thinking of myself as a writer
by profession; what I've learned is essentially that my work is done by something that I
would only be able to call the unconscious mind', certainly done, at least 85 or 90 per
cent, by that portion of myself.
I was obviously aware, as I proceeded through the book, of extraordinary
recurrences. Chords of repetition and recurrence and cycle were beginning to sound
(here I'm speaking very roughly because I haven't read the book since I finished proofs
a couple of months ago and haven't thought a great deal about the process itself) by the
time I was reaching the end of Book One in the actual writing—by the time Forrest was
encountering his lost father and hearing from his father the narrative of that particular,
frighteningly vital, wasteful, blighting life. It really, though, was only about a month or
six weeks before finishing the novel—when I realized that the actual end of the novel
was going to complete the history of a physical object, of a gold ring—that I began to
realize what you call the circularity of the novel, the ringly nature of the novel. That
gave me great pleasure, to realize that one of the things the novel had been about was
the history of a ring.
RAY:

Like many an ancient saga . . .

PRICE: Like many sagas, indeed. Rings, I suppose, still remain in the lives of most
people in Western civilization the chief emotional symbol, the chief physical
symbol.The ring, the cross, one or two other tangible objects that still seem capable of
bearing large emotional freight for us, for great numbers of people at all levels of
society. So I would say that one of the things a novelist is is an organism which makes
elaborate constructs of which it is not entirely conscious; constructs which nonetheless,
if that person is a good novelist, have true complexity, elaboration, and strength of
structure, which are in no way (in works of art as in life) dependent upon our actual,
conscious, waking awareness that such construction is underway.

60

CONVERSATIONS

I think that that basic novelist's gift, that basic procedure of the novelist to
work largely out of the unconscious mind, is not only a lovely and also frightening
fact of the novelist's existence; but it's a lovely and true metaphor or allegory of the
shape of most human lives—if those lives can be looked at from a distance, from the
aspect of time, decades. That is what I think is perhaps the chief way in which this novel
differs from any of my previous novels—it looks at certain characters long enough to
begin to see those lives taking on their natural unconscious shapes, their natural
patterns, their natural recurrences, their natural . . .
RAY:

Destiny.

PRICE: Destinies. I begin to understand now truly what various great writers and
critics of the nineteenth and early twentieth century have said, which is that
the novel is unavoidably and gloriously and indispensably about time—and I suppose
I've written this somewhere—that the novel is essentially a vision of human beings as
they move through time and are dissolved in it.
RAY:

The novel then is a kind of map of the fatal geography of time. In The Surface
of Earth you have mapped more fully, in greater detail (I think in no more
loving detail; I wonder what more loving detail is possible than A Long and Happy
Life, for example?) the interconnected fates, the process of accumulation and
derangement in time of physical and emotional resources, by a very large group of
people. I'd like to characterize the novel now, briefly, as a Southern phenomenon.
We've done this before, and I'll have to insist on it again. The Surface of Earth, it seems
to me, may be your most characteristically regional work; and I'd like, with your
correction and help, to list the reasons why.
First, it is more conscious of the pressing facticity of Southern life, in this case
eastern North Carolina again, and Virginia—really from Norfolk to Roanoke—but
for the most part in a small hill village, Bracey, and Richmond, with a touch or two in
Washington, D.C. More aware of such things as the on-going, never-dying emotional
facts of the Civil War and Reconstruction in the lives of those whose grandparents, at
least, witnessed the events and lives which (Negroes especially) carry that living
memory. At the other end of the novel, in the last two books, the Second World War
and the toll that took in the lives of all young Americans and the emotional effect it has
on the life of a young Southern boy, our final protagonist, Hutch Mayfield.
PRICE: The end of the First War was important too for Grainger, as you remember,
who served in France.
RAY:

Correct. A fact he'll never let anyone forget!

PRICE: As no one would who was ever in France in the First War. My childhood was
a chorus of old men, not-so-old men at that point, talking about France and
the trenches. Indeed, they should have. I suppose it was the most memorable event in
the twentieth century, if that's possible to categorize.
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RAY:

From beginning to end then, what facts of life in North Carolina and Virginia,
from the turn of the twentieth century to almost mid-century, to the end of the
Second World War and some would say of American innocence—what facts seem to
you to be most important in your vision of life lived in this time and this place? I would
ask you to mention anything as concrete as the likelihood of having to patch your tire
fourteen times on a road between Goshen, Virginia and Richmond on the mountain
highway, driving whatever car you drive in 1925, as Rob Mayfield does. Or facts as
mysterious as the relationships of black and white, especially black women and white
men as they issue, for example, in Rover Walters in the novel? What makes yours a
distinctly regional voice, a regional vision or version of the "novel idea" that would
invite comparison (this is by now an old thing) with Faulkner's Absalom, Absalom!, to
which it is I think probably closest?
PRICE: Like most of the Southern writers I know, I suppose I'm pretty thoroughly
bored at actually talking about the Southernness of it. This is one of the
things that I was conscious of in the on-going act of writing. It seems to me a very
American novel; to talk in many ways about, or to show many facets of, what it really
means to have been American over the last hundred years. Much more so than
Southern. I suppose the two things in it that seem to me most powerfully Southern are
two things which are not uniquely Southern but are certainly very major realities in
Southern life. Those two things would be the enormous force, even tyranny, of family
organization in absolutely every aspect of Southern life until down perhaps into the
1950s and 1960s, when it seemed to begin at least in urban areas to relent something of
its grip on the South . . . .
RAY:

With the "Americanization of Dixie"?

PRICE: Insofar as there has been any of that outside Atlanta or Charlotte.
The other thing would be one to which you've already alluded, which is the
enormously complex symbiosis of the races that has existed in other forms, I assume, in
other countries in the world where thoroughly disparate racial groups have been
brought into intimate contact with one another but in America has only existed in the
South in the last 300 years.
I was extremely fascinated in working out the story, over the three years that I
wrote it, by the resort that I was able to make to my own very intimate relations with
Negroes from the time I was born. (The earliest photograph of me, a day or two old,
shows me held in the arms of a black woman.)
Those would be the chief ways in which the book would seem to me
Southern. Otherwise I'm not really sure that I'm conscious of anything worth saying.
There are obviously the large and small accidents of Southern life that fill the book,
that flesh it out, give it its local habitation and its name. Everything from the living
memory of the Civil War to the living memory of slavery, to the reality of country roads
in Virginia in the 1920s. (The thing that you mentioned about flat tires was a thing that
delighted me when I was a child—my aunts and uncles talking about the early days of
driving in the South and how tremendously perilous a journey one undertook when
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one set out to drive five miles away from home. There were no paved roads, and tires
apparently—I never looked into the actual construction of automobile tires before
1945—were made out of something like cigarette paper because there were always
these epic numbers of flat tires. They were called "punctures." You would have
fourteen "punctures" between Raleigh and Henderson if you were trying to rush
somebody to the hospital or on some equally urgent mission.)
The book, I'm delighted to be able to see, is filled with the accidents of
Southern life and the deep features of Southern life; but it does seem to me a more
thoroughly American novel than Southern.
RAY:

I was skeptical about the number of punctures that one would receive on such
a road, so I checked it out with an authority, my grandmother, who lived near
and used to drive country roads between Elkin and Winston-Salem, North Carolina in
the teens and early twenties, and she related an anecdote that is worthy of you and
sounds more like Reynolds Price than it does a family event: that is of her older sister,
Ruth, having a husband who suddenly became ill in Elkin and put off going to the
doctor in Winston-Salem, the hospital fifty miles away—a long day's journey by
car—until one morning the discomfort was too great; and they set out, and had just left
sight of the house when he stopped the car, pulled over off the little dirt road and simply
lay down on the steering wheel and died. Apparently the fifty miles of dirt road between
one small town and another to get to the hospital overcame him! There's humor in that,
of course, if it occurred—and admit that it could, please—just that kind of thing, in this
book— though the humor is perhaps more livable on the page than it is in the memory.
PRICE: Sandbars were another great feature of my childhood exposure to anecdotes
of that early driving in the South; people were always saying, "We struck a
sandbar and swapped ends." It meant that the car hit, literally, a bar of sand in the
road, presumably fine dust or sand; and these were little light-weight cars with bicycle
tires on them—the car just "swapped ends." It described a 180-degree turn in the
middle of the road; and you'd have to get out and lift the car or jack it up, dig it out, or
whatever. There was also a lot of this hitting animals in the country.
RAY:

The perils of large pigs in the road, as in the novel?

PRICE: Right. Rob described striking a pig and having the farmer run right out and
butcher the pig. I think those are things which could have happened in New
England, in New York state, anywhere in America in the twenties, when there were no
roads.
RAY:

With the same radiant laughability, though, I wonder?

PRICE: I don't know about that.
RAY:

You've mentioned humor before. Let's turn then to the novel as novel rather
than as Southern phenomenon. You said, for example, in an earlier interview
that there was an element of humor in Love and Work, which I, for one, had missed, as
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I took it to be a somber or rather bitterly thin slice of life in one troubled,urbanized,
Southern American intellectual's life. Here I think the novel is laughing, jubilant,
almost Rabelaisian, thoroughly successful as a joke—and this is where the Southern
writer again has often been most successful. Do you find that the humor or potential
humor, potential jokes, in the affairs of these troubled individuals just happens
naturally as a quality of the life you are rendering, or again do you construct
consciously the effect that the reader takes away? Do you want the reader to laugh, to
behold what is essentially a comedy interrupted by tragedy?
PRICE: I'm glad you feel the comedy in the book, because several of the readers
whose opinions I respect greatly, while they claim to have liked the book,
have felt it a very dark and perhaps even depressing book. I didn't myself, in the act of
writing it, feel it to be that. I certainly felt it to be in some real sense of the word a full
comedy, though by no means a funny book or a joking book.
No, I didn't meticulously plan the occurrences of laughter.When laughter
enters the texture of the book, it just enters naturally because that's what comes at that
moment; that's what I think would happen in the lives of those characters at that
instant. I suppose occasionally I'm aware that a scene or an episode is perhaps painfully
heavy for the reader and, as in life, would be mitigated or accented or relieved by a
moment of humor. A certain amount of Rob's vital humor in his life is a necessary
decision both by him and by me that his plight could become dangerously lugubrious if
it weren't leavened by all sorts of wit, which I think it is.
RAY:

And in fact the novel, in its wonderful diversity of temperament and
character, offers no example of the sloppy, crying drunk, the lugubrious yet
humorless sentimental. Each of these characters, even at his most self-pitying; I think
of Aunt Hatt, for example . . . Poor Aunt Hatt, always alone . . .
PRICE: . . . She has a lot to pity herself about, one might say . . . Makes a joke of her
poor red face and her waning vision and her slightly addle-pated memory.
RAY:

The crux of negative criticism of your earlier fiction, which I have echoed
myself, is that your characters, almost all rural, whether young, middle-aged
or old, are (1) capable of moral intelligence or at least moral consciousness, (2)
articulate, especially self-articulating, and (3) given to often rhapsodic selfexamination. There's the sense of a giant, wonderful, living symposium in each of your
books, and in the stories in a minor way. Yet life doesn't offer, does it, characters—men
and women, boys and girls—who can speak as well, as fluently, as lovingly, and as truly
of themselves and others as yours do? Is this fact, if it is so—this difference, this critical
crux—answered at least partially by your own family, your own genetic equipment:
word-loving, word-using, word-rejoicing people?
PRICE: I think the reality of self-knowledge, self-justification, self-explanation which
is offered in The Surface of Earth is offered as bald realism. It's a reality
which I have lived with all my life in my own families, my mother's and my father's, and
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which I've observed in other families. It's a reality which—if you want another
absolutely guaranteed witness to—you can find in that long and fascinating volume of
letters called The Children of Pride, published by Yale over three years ago, in which
we see an enormous Georgia family exchanging literally thousands of letters over a
period of thirty or forty years. The reality is rare, but I know it to have existed in my
own life; and in other countries, and especially in other levels of culture in this country,
one encounters fluency of observation and verbalization of a sort that I think my book
records quite literally. It doesn't seem to me in this case a heightening or even a slight
falsification of reality. Certainly I'm aware that there is a heightening of literal reality in
a book like A Generous Man, but there seems to me none in this book.
RAY:

In what sense is reality heightened in A Generous Man, as an aside?

PRICE: Well, I've written about it in an essay on the book, as you know, but . . . .
RAY:

In Things Themselves?

PRICE : . . . Yes; but there are very few Southern boys, even of Milo's grace and
charm, who are capable of telling one quite so freely and eloquently, I
suppose, about their choices, their hopes and visions. They are however perfectly
capable of feeling that elaborately and feeling with that pressure and eloquence and
intensity. But my own experience of those types when I was a child or an adolescent
didn't include many people who had the kind of unbounded, non-stop eloquence of the
sort encountered in Milo.
I call that book, as you know, a romance; and I think we expect from
romance that kind of heightening of daily life. It doesn't at all seem to me a falsification;
it seems to me a sort of allegorization of daily life, a truthful "raising of the ante."
RAY:

Hawthorne's sense of romance then—as with A Generous Man's ghost? The
stray ghost, the stray vision?

PRICE: It has a great deal of the equipment that one normally expects to find in
romance, yes.
RAY:

But The Surface of Earth is not a romance—is a "reality play," if you will?

PRICE: A novel.
RAY:

Which is different from a romance?

PRICE: A romance is not a novel, yes.
RAY:

Hawthorne's distinction again . . .

PRICE: . . . and Robert Louis Stevenson's.
RAY:

The instructive comparison here, I think, is between Hutch Mayfield at age
fourteen—discovering what his choices are, and in discovering them and
pursuing one, acting as a kind of a catalyst or alembic for his father's own rejuvenation
which, at the end, gives that wonderful affirmation, that closing off, that joining of the
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circle and marshaling of energies toward the future and his father's plateau, Rob's
plateau—and Milo in the earlier book, though in fact the Milo in this novel, if he's here,
is Robinson Mayfield in the middle sequence of the novel, 1923-29, up to the death of
his wife.
PRICE: I hadn't thought of that, but I suppose Rob does have some of the same kinds
of energy that were so attractive in Milo.
RAY:

"The Christmas tree on which God has hanged all the gifts," for man, woman
and child and animal, to seize, to claim. Robinson Mayfield, like Milo
Mustian, finds that the claims cannot be answered, and that in his failure to answer one
he often destroys another that he would have perfected. His life with Rachel, for
example, is rendered incomplete by failures that have already happened in
him—failures not so much of will as of consciousness. And in that sense Robinson
Mayfield's story is a kind of adult Bildungsroman. Yet instead of tracing the emotional
and intellectual growth of a notable, distinguished, or favored young man, we have a
second life, vouchsafed to Rob at age forty, at least as interesting a reading experience
as Dickens' young heroes, with all the manifest and instructive differences between the
two. Can you answer in one word or another whether The Surface of Earth is
essentially Robinson Mayfield's story?
PRICE: I think I would resist the idea of any particular character's being the central
figure in the book. Once I had committed myself to this elaborate cast of
characters, I was not conscious that any particular character was central. I think in a
real sense the novel comes to rest on the not very broad, but as we begin to see, quite
strong shoulders of Rob's son Hutch.
I think what you may be saying is that Rob is the most likable adult in the
book; and I would probably agree with that, except that I suppose my personal
favorites varied from month to month as I was writing it. Perhaps the most consistent
favorite while I was writing the book was Rena. I'm not sure that Rena would be my
favorite if I read the book again ten years from now. Polly is another valiant soul,
whom I love.
I would want to think more before I committed myself to choosing a center
for the book. I think the center of the book is invisible. But it's nonetheless there.

Conversation 5
Durham, North Carolina
June 15, 1975

RAY:

One of the most obviously beautiful things about The Surface of Earth is the
colorful dust jacket which you designed for the book. I wonder if you would
describe and interpret it.
PRICE: The emblem on the jacket is an illustration of a passage which is for me very
important in the book, and which occurs very near its end. Perhaps I'll read a
couple of paragraphs from pages 471 and 472 which clarify, for me at least, the
significance of the design. Rob's son, Hutch Mayfield, who is fourteen, has gone out on
a sketching trip with a woman whom he's only just met—Alice, who is in fact his
mother's old best friend. And since art, drawing, is Hutch's chief ambition in life, he
finds himself with Alice, who is an art teacher, drawing a mountain landscape in this
small Virginia town which was his mother's home. As he draws the mountain before
him, he begins to meditate upon his own problems and difficulties as a graphic artist;
and through those meditations, particularly concerning his difficulty in drawing trees
and leaves, he works himself into a memory of a particular childhood puzzlement, a
bafflement which lies behind the emblem you mentioned. On page 471 he looks at his
drawing which is in process and thinks, "It was one thing he had made this morning,
unaided, from what the earth offered of its visible skin—the surface it flaunted in
dazzling stillness, in the glaze of rest, to beg us to watch; then grope for its heart."
Then he goes on to meditate about the difficulty of adding leaves to the trees
and how he has the chance simply to take out his eraser and pretend that it's November
and not June—strip the trees and solve the problem. But he decides that he will leave
his rather incompetently drawn leaves on the trees. "So he spared the trees now. He
trusted to wait till the secret of leaves, if nothing more, came into his power. First the
power to watch one green leaf in stillness; then the dark banked branches in all their
intricate shifting concealment—concealed good news (that under the face of the earth
lay care, a loving heart, though maybe asleep: a giant in a cave who was dreaming the
world, a tale for his long night) or concealed news of hatred embellished with green
(that a sight like this or a shape like Rob's was only the jeering mask of a demon who
knew men's souls and guided their steps). It seemed, now at least, that any such power
would come here if anywhere. This place was an entrance. He'd need to wait here."
So when my editor at Atheneum asked me last December, January, if I had
any suggestions that might be passed on to an artist as to a jacket design for the book, I
remembered this passage and did, myself, a design which, in my own fantasy at least,
was Hutch's rendition of that childhood fantasy of his, that childhood curiosity about
what lay in the center of the earth as opposed to what was on the surface of earth. It was
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a fantasy that I had in a slightly different form as a child of five, six, seven. I remember
the age precisely because I know the house we lived in when I used to have the
meditation. It's very Platonic, a naturally Platonic notion that I've later found many
children have—I would frequently imagine that, and be quite convinced that, the
visible world was a dream being dreamt by a giant who was asleep in a cave; and
concomitantly I realized that if the giant ever woke up, our world would vanish like
"the baseless fabric of a vision." Hutch has that, as it turns out, rather common child's
meditation in his own form. And that's what is illustrated on the jacket.
RAY:

Is that a beneficent giant rather than the cruel body of Rob embellished in
green? His is a powerfully smiling face.

PRICE: I'm not so convinced that He's smiling and I'm not convinced that He's
malevolent either. I would think it's . . . .
RAY:

Morally ambivalent? Or beyond that?

PRICE: I would think it's simply an inscrutable reality.
RAY:

The "dream of a sleeping giant." It sounds like Henry C. Earwicker's "wakedreaming" rendered by Joyce.

PRICE: This one isn't asleep, I think. His eyes were meant to be open, though He has
no pupils in his eyes—has no pupils in Its eyes, I should say, because It's . . .
RAY:

Of course, asexual.

PRICE: Also supremely neuter.
RAY:

The epigraph in the novel is puzzling, from the Confessions of St. Augustine.
Will you read and comment here as well, since this is at least as indelibly your
imprint on the final product as the cover is?
PRICE: It's my own translation of the Latin lines which are either the literal last lines
of the Confessions of Augustine or within a few lines of the end—"But You,
the Good which needs no good, rest always, being Yourself Your rest. What man can
teach another man that? What angel an angel? What angel a man?"
I found as I came near the end of the novel, and as I began to think of what
had not come to me in the course of writing the novel—that was the title—I began to
find myself consciously searching my memory of the novel, my experience of the novel,
for an appropriate title, for an appropriate phrase which would be emblematic of the
totality of the book and yet not be so specific and so special that it over-directed a
reader's interpretation of the many, many things that I thought the book was about. I
found myself aware of a very powerful strain in the book, which might be called "the
yearning for rest," on the part of almost all of the characters there—their ultimate
realization of the deep hunger really for stillness, for stasis, for harbor. Each of the
characters would describe his or her notion of rest, need for rest, in different terms. So I
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was trying to formulate a title which would embody that concept; and I came up with
various candidates, all of them later rejected, which it's not important to recall here.
But in the process of thinking about the theme of the drive toward rest, serenity, peace,
even death in life, I remembered that the first thing I wrote down in the notebook which
I began to keep for this book in 1961 was Rex Warner's translation of those short lines
from the end of Augustine's Confessions', and I went back to the book itself and studied
them in their context and made my own translation and found that they deeply defined
for me what /think the center of the book is.
We concluded our last talk with speculations about the center of the book; and
it does seem to me, in my own mind (I wouldn't insist upon it for any other readers) that
the center of the book is an invisible need, an invisible power, an invisible force—God, a
giant in a cave, whatever any individual reader might wish to call it—toward which all the
more visible, more tangible, less perfect creatures in the story yearn. That "Thing" (for
lack of a more adequate word) which almost all of us perceive to be at the heart of the
earth, at the center of the world, and to ward which all bodies tend. An enormous amount
of suffering, the cruelty, the remorse which is experienced by the characters in this book,
is experienced, I know, because of their failure to deal adequately, either mentally or
emotionally or spiritually, with that invisible center of their lives—which is at rest, which
is perceived by all of us to be at rest, and which rest we ourselves seek; but alas, and
invariably with tragic results, we seek it in other created bodies. "What man can tell
another man that? What angel, an angel? What angel, a man?"
The epigraph defines for me also another strain in the book which is very
important to me, the relation of men and angels—angels not being used at all in the
supernatural sense but in the literal Greek sense of "messengers."
RAY:

As Rob dreams of a man dressed in normal street clothes, who nonetheless
radiates the message, the dream, later in the novel?

PRICE: That and also, more specifically in the terms that I'm thinking of just now, the
relation between blacks and whites in the novel—the blacks who are in many
senses of the word angels to their white employers, owners (even blood relations), who
bring to those toiling white brothers and owners of theirs all sorts of vital and necessary
and generally unheeded messages, messages which often seem to me to come from that
restful center toward which, or around which at least, all the striving of the book occurs.
Let me warn every reader—I'm not claiming supernatural status for black
people in this novel. I am claiming that they serve in this novel, as they have served in my
own life and I think very richly in the life of the American South and the whole American
nation, very richly as messengers, tale-bearers of quite other orders of existence from the
prevailing norm of American and white-Southern life.
RAY:

Well, come to think of it, every Negro character, player on the stage of this
novel from beginning to end, is of some service either as minister or messenger
or both—some dark angelic service—to some Mayfield, some Kendal, some Hutchins.
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PRICE: It's very often a condemnatory message. It's by no means always a benevolent
food-bearing, gratuity-bearing service. It's very often a service of accusation
and condemnation of a very merciless but just moral sort. Grainger says, doesn't he,
late in the novel—or Hutch remembers or recalls to his father that Grainger actually
defines black people as "angels" in relation to white people?
RAY:

There from the very first black character who encounters Forrest Mayfield
on his trek . . . .

PRICE: Bankey Patterson.
RAY:

. . . . Bankey Patterson, who later, it is apparent, is father to Delia. What is
the relationship?

PRICE: It seems likely that he's a direct ancestor of Delia's, her great-grandfather.
The novel doesn't work it out in really verifiable detail.
RAY:

His strange, mysterious rite of symbolic murder as surcease of sorrow for
Forrest, as he applies the knife silently to Forrest's sleeping wrist, is the
troubling, at least bemusing detail early on which is clarified only cumulatively, like
much in this book—a very long, very cumulative story.
I do think that there is a distinction to be made though, interpretively, and
you've raised it in reading and talking about the epigraph. Isn't Augustine describing
here a kind of Platonic, if you will Hindu Absolute?—the self-sufficient divinity, the
Good which needs no good (capital G good, which needs no smallggood). And isn't that
difference somehow beyond Nature? In some sense creative of and manifesting itself in
relative time and space, but also self-sufficient beyond it? Isn't that then the Platonic
Idea, the Hindu Ground of All Being? Isn't that very different from your sleeping giant at
the center of the earth, the child Hutchins' dream-vision or Shelley's Demogorgon for
example, in Prometheus? The sleeping giant who expresses the necessity of natural
change which will bring down a tyrant, will change the world in due course? Isn't the
center of your earth, the center of this earth's surface, here and in your other books as
well, very much a process-force, a father of and in Nature rather than beyond it? And
aren't we therefore going far astray when we try to make God or an immanent divinity or
an absolute force, self-sufficient unto itself, the center toward which your characters
tend? Don't they tend toward a natural harmony?
PRICE: What's a "natural harmony"?
RAY:

A harmony that is in tune with its own genetic rhythms and which marks its
genetic rhythms by emotional human associations rather than in the frenzies
or reveries of prayer, transport. Your characters are not religious in the absolute sense.
Often there is a witty, at least a funny, counterpoint between their Bible-quoting and
their praying on the one hand, and their failure to darken the church door in twenty
years on the other. What I am driving at is that your characters are natural men and
women seeking their inmost nature, self-sufficient but also bound in complex webs of
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relationship and responsibility which they often come only too late to realize, too late
to save. Whereas the good, the absolute metaphysical Good, the Ground of All Being,
is not a part of that framework. It stands above and beyond it. You say your characters
seek stasis. I'll accept that or I understand that if you mean a harbor in time, a falling
into the rhythm of one's own natural change and an acceptance of one's own
natural—and that again usually means familial—responsibilities or relationships. I
find it difficult to see, however, how the epigraph, as I think Augustine intends it from
my reading of the translation—how that illuminates your characters. They are not
seeking the Good, capital G\y are seeking a good, small g, in their lives—a coming
to terms with their natural destiny, their genetic fate, and understanding it.
PRICE: They're seeking rest; they're seeking surcease from pain; they're seeking the
cessation of pain and struggle and unhappiness, as I fear all created beings
are. They, like you, make the mistake of assuming that the solution to the search, or the
end of the search, can be achieved "naturally"; that is, within the human frame on "the
surface of earth." Augustine says it can't be. So does The Surface of Earth.
RAY:

And which of your characters builds a bridge to the center? Which strips
away the skin of the surface?

PRICE: Rena and Grainger.
RAY:

Rena and Grainger?

PRICE: They, for me, would be the central ones who do. There were other important
contributors to that bridge-making.
RAY:

Well, all Rena does is tend her garden.

PRICE: Alice.
RAY:

And all Grainger does is bring a ring back home; back to rest on the left hand
which it fits naturally—not supernaturally.

PRICE: To that extent he brings about the partial amends which occur at the end of
the book.
RAY:

Are there permanent errors, as an earlier title of yours avers?

PRICE: In natural life, yes.
RAY:

In the novel, for example, what relationships are permanently marred? Can
we list a few and draw some lines of distinction between the complex and

subtle?
PRICE: Just absolutely off the top of my head, I would say they are all permanently
marred; with the possible exception of Hutch and Grainger's, Hutch and
Alice's, Hutch and Delia's. Permanent marring certainly does not mean cancellation or
destruction. It just does mean permanent marring, permanent scarring.
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For which there are only partial amends?

PRICE: For which there are only partial amends.
RAY:

In the natural world?

PRICE: In the natural world.
RAY: Beneath the surface? In the final rest? That, I fail to see in the book; and I fail
to see its need in the book. I guess I'm satisfied, naturally, with the natural
radiance of joining and the beautiful resolution.
PRICE: I'm not, as I said, at all insisting that anyone bring to bear any particular set
of spectacles on the reading of this book—only clear clean ones.
The book seems to me, first and foremost, as I've said in our last talk, a
thoroughly realistic view of the kinds of human life that have been available to me in
the last forty years. If I have certain readings or interpretations of the lacunae, the
absences, the lacks in the lives of these characters, those are not absences which I would
insist be defined in my way.
Beyond that I really wouldn't want to talk because, in the first place, I'm not a
trained metaphysician. In the second place, because to talk about it is only to
encourage more rigid categorization by some readers of a book which seems to me to
wish, at least, to resist categorization and easy schematization.
I obviously feel that life has many meanings and some few meanings which
are much more important than others. Those meanings, either of greater or lesser
importance, seem to me to impose very powerfully their own patterns and shapes, their
own architecture, upon related human lives when those lives are seen in time, over long
periods of human time. But I would say finally, and I think as truthfully as I would
know how to say it, that the book itself—the lives of its characters—is my only way of
looking at those realities and those patterns, and certainly my only way of making any
useful statements about them.
RAY:

Let's make at least one list then. What are the particular human relationships
illuminated and explored by The Surface of Earth! I would think they might
number at least a dozen. Can we begin a partial list, in a way a partial amends to that
last question?
PRICE: All right. Just to start on page one—sister-and-sister; sister-and-brother;
daughter-and-father; son-and-father; daughters-and-sons-and-mothers;
grandchildren and their grandparents; children and their aunts and uncles; adults and
their servants; children and the servants of their parents; the relationships that broadly
speaking are called friendship: male-male; female-female; male-female. What else?
RAY:

Fathers and sons.

PRICE: Fathers and sons, very crucially in the last book of the novel and certainly
other books as well.
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RAY:

Can we focus on that last crucial vision in the novel? A vision without
antecedent in my knowledge in modern fiction, in which a son, age fourteen,
lies with a lather recently found, refound; in an attempt to love, relove; to revitalize—a
son lying with father, age forty—against whose back the father rediscovers, for what
must be his last chance, his last time, the contour of his own fate and his own
responsibility. And who whether or not he's able to forgive himself for the mother,
Rachel's death, who whether or not he can come to terms with others in his life—other
lost causes, permanent errors that have strewn his path for 400 pages—nonetheless has
that moment of affirmation, if not quite revelation, at the end of which he lays his head
against the shoulder of his son and completes what, I think again, is a unique moment,
a unique kind of relationship that startles and satisfies, and that I would ask you to
comment on to this extent. What do you intend for the reader to believe of Robinson
Mayfield, whether or not we can agree that he's a personal center for the novel? What
do you mean for him to discover, learn, reflect, or intend for his and his son's future?
Will he stay with Hutch? Or is he ready to relinquish—a final relinquishment but in this
case a blessed one at the end of the novel? By virtue of this uniqueness, a scene which I
think bears much reflection.
PRICE: I think the only thing I could truthfully answer to that would be to point to a
sentence on page 488. It's Rob's meditation in the third person: "His whelp
was here now, a twin to his flesh. With his lips on the bone of the boy's left shoulder,
Rob promised again, though he did not speak or forget as he promised how he'd failed
other times after fervors of hope. Then he turned away and slept in a minute, a rest like
warm blood, no scrap of dream."
As I said in one of our earlier talks, the consequent lives, the future lives, of
characters in my books, after the books themselves end, are essentially of no
cortinuing concern to me in the sense that I don't sit around inventing what Rob and
Hutch Mayfield did in 1945 and then 1946, and what they might be doing today if
they're still alive. All I could say truthfully, and not hedgingly at all, is simply that Rob
makes a promise; that I think we know for the first time in his life, at least, that he has
powerful reasons, powerful new understandings and new admissions which give that
promise a better chance of succeeding than it ever has had in his life before. But we also
know that he knows how frequently he's failed his promises in the past.
RAY:

Everybody else knows that too.

PRICE: Everyone else—the famous fact to the family of his generation; and he's a
man in his early forties: it's very hard to teach an old dog new virtues.
RAY:

Even if the old dog still has a puppy's body and perhaps a puppy's resiliency.

PRICE: Hutch has an orderly and lovely plan for them or even a series of plans of how
he might improve their lives; simplify their lives, and, like so many children,
Hutch is right. Hutch understands certain large, simple primary facts of life which are
forgotten by adults and will be forgotten by Hutch, one assumes.
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And which are, for example?

PRICE: The simplicity of happiness; the minimal nature, the minimal constituency of
human happiness; the possibility of intercourse in all its richest and most
rewarding senses; the possibility of rest in the natural world—temporary rest at least.
All children have such knowledge; all the children I've ever known. All children lose
that knowledge. What evolution that particular knowledge will follow in the case of
Hutch, I don't know. It does seem to me that Hutch has either learned or inherited
genetically or been given perhaps by the grace of God certain forms of knowledge and
control and understanding which were not previously visible in any other member of
his family in the past three or four generations.
RAY:

Since who?

PRICE: Well, since the earliest mentioned members of either the Mayfield or the
Kendal families, going back as far as Thad on page one, and going back as far
as Forrest's Grandfather Mayfield, who I suppose is the earliest mentioned member of
that lot.
RAY:

The first Forrest?

PRICE: The first Forrest, who built the house in Richmond.
RAY:

We might pause again to ponder the autobiographical here. I've asked you
before, in the process of writing this novel, whether you were in love with or
in fatal fascination with the lives of any of its particular characters. I wonder if you
might choose one character or one relationship or one episode in the novel and at least
diplomatically suggests its provenance in your own experience or your own store of
anecdotes. That might be instructive for the readers who find a critical crux working
against other improbabilities, though realistically elaborated. Say, for example, the
rather high incidence of fatal childbirth in the novel, the high incidence of ominous
dreaming, the high incidence of black-white symbiosis which of course suggests a
cultural condition. Could we focus on one that we could plainly and safely discuss?
PRICE: Let's talk about dangerous childbirth because several readers of the novel
have suggested to me that it's about as dangerous to get born in this novel,
both for mother and child, as it is to be a child in a Dickens novel!
RAY:

Poor little Nell! Will she ever get born?

PRICE: I myself had a very difficult birth. My mother had a very dangerous and
nearly fatal labor which nearly involved both our deaths. I, born in 1933, was
born in the last decade—in the Western world at least—of truly dangerous childbirth.
Antibiotics became widely available in America during the Second World War and in
Europe immediately thereafter, and hospital facilities and techniques rapidly increased
in sophistication to the point at which we now happily can see childbirth as not nearly
such a perilous journey for mother or child.
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So my own birth was of considerable difficulty, a fact which resonated
through my own childhood in the very fluent recollections of my mother and
father—and aunts and uncles—about the difficulty of that birth. I was born in my
mother's family home in Macon, North Carolina, not in a hospital (the nearest real
hospital, I suppose, was Durham, sixty miles away). I was told as a child.frequently, of
other childbirths which had resulted in the death either of the mother or the child or
both at times—births which invariably precipitated tragic consequences amongst their
survivors, especially precipitated an enormous weight of guilt in the surviving husband
who was left for the rest of his days to bear the burden of having instituted in a woman
that action which ultimately caused her death.
I would like to think, and would suggest to readers, that the "high incidence
of perilous childbirth" in the novel does not represent an obsessive concern of my own
with birth trauma or mother-child hostility of any sort but does represent a strong and,
I would argue, historically accurate memory of conditions that were much present and
enormously influential in human terms as recently as thirty years ago—and certainly
are ever-present in large sections and classes of American society today. Look at the
infant mortality rate, the mother mortality rate, among the Navajo Indians, for
instance. In Arizona and New Mexico it's still enormously high, appallingly high.
I think that heightening by danger of the act of birth, the act of childbearing
and birth, lent to the relations of husband and wife and mother and child, a lifelong
intensity which is little understood now, especially by Americans who have been born
in the age of antiseptic, relatively safe childbirth. Mothers, as is famous, exited
primarily to bear children. Their anatomical destiny, if you will, involved their
volunteering to sacrifice their life each time they had a child. It was a reality of
womanhood which bore no counterpart in manhood; no anatomical function of the
male regularly involves him in volunteering to risk death.
RAY:

Since the hunt.

PRICE: That was not an anatomical function; that was a social function of maleness.
An anatomical function is something that your body is made to do,
compelled to do.
RAY:

One might argue that the social function which the male is anatomically
prepared for.

PRICE: Yes, yes. And I think that certainly many of the attitudes toward women of
males in American society—Western society, and as far as I can tell, in the
society of the world—have been profoundly formed and affected by the realization on
the part of men through all human history, up until about 1947 or 1948, that in the act
of being men, in the act of even being human beings—that is, being born—they
imperiled the lives of the other half of the human race. And I think very little has been
said or thought by feminists, male or female, today about that profound immovable
fact in the history of male-female relations over the centuries, over the eons.
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But it is now movable and in process of transformation?

PRICE: It's physically movable. I'm not sure that we yet know very much about the
psychic complications and traumas of childbearing and birth. We certainly
don't know what the effects upon those functions of such modern interferences and
impediments as birth control, chemical birth control especially, and abortion and all
the other modern family arrangements are going to be. And it will be no doubt
centuries before we do know.
RAY:

The Surface of Earth spans two full generations: early twentieth - century
rural Southern American life. Did you intend a chronicle of modern America
in change? You say you prefer to think about the book as an American novel, not a
Southern one—a point we've raised and answered before. Do you intend to be a
chronicler of a time, not just a people or a group of individuals in that time? Of the
mysteries of the body; the conditioned mysteries of the soul, conditioned by the body,
naturally? But in a particular time, as in no other?
PRICE: Not consciously, no. What there is of chronicle in The Surface of Earth (and
there obviously is a good deal of it) is concomitant upon what I did perceive
as my intention, which was the discovery of as whole a story as is possible to a human
being; as whole a story of the basic human visible reality—which is family life. Because
my families were Southern, middle-class, small-town, white in origin, the families in
this story are that largely, with certain outriders. The country which is explored most
intimately by the novel is the countryside of the piedmont and mountain, middle and
upper South.
The passions and hungers which lie at the hearts of the characters seem to me
certainly no less than human, no smaller than human in their occurrence, in their
locale; but I would think that there were certain powerful colorations and accents
placed upon those characters by the fact of their being Americans, floaters on this
enormous raft drifting in what has seemed to be a very dark and unmapped sea.
RAY:

Isn't it true that most Americans, especially serious novel-reading
Americans, no longer perceive their families, or perceive any families since
the period chronicled by the novel, as enacting these myths, sustaining these
relationships, cherishing, treasuring, sometimes ravaging these fine networks of fated
relationships? What limitations does that place on the novel's readership, on its
potential reputation, and on the possible contours of your future work, as you see it
from here?
PRICE: I don't think those are questions that I could answer with any profit to
anyone. I certainly am as aware as you are that the family, at least in white
middle-class America, has taken a very severe buffeting in the last twenty or thirty
years. The fact remains, however, that all children are born through a physical process
fairly old in nature and still apparently indispensable and that they require anywhere
from twelve to twenty years of fairly close nurture by those physical parents before they
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are launched or prepared to be launched upon even the world of the 1970s. So my guess
is that our obsessions with, interests in, curiosities about, passions for knowledge,
information, insight, and story about the human family remain of great constancy in
our lives. I would have no way of being able to predict that that is in fact the case.
It would seem comically unnecessary to point out that the ill health of the
family as an institution in middle-class America in the second half of the twentieth
century is perhaps the merest pimple upon the history of the oldest and most powerful
and pervasive human institution—an institution which still in all the other social
classes in America and apparently in the most populous countries of the world, the
Asian countries, still rides supreme as maker and life-long arbiter of the lives of all
human beings. We tend certainly as white middle-class Americans to extend our own
very limited realities to the rest of the world and the rest of time, but the rest of the
world and the rest of time apparently couldn't care less.
RAY:

Will you write another novel like The Surface of Earth, or is that utterly
unpredictable?

PRICE: Goodness, will I live for the next five minutes? I couldn't know. I certainly
hope that I would live to write numbers of good novels. What they'll be like I
wouldn't dream of attempting to guess.
RAY:

And what, briefly, are the standards of novelistic excellence which you would
meet for yourself, and hope your readers to find?

PRICE: I would think most of them are implicit in all the thousands of words we've
said over the last couple of years. Breadth, depth, entertainment—because,
second to truthfulness, my greatest desire as a novelist is not to be boring; is indeed to
entertain and to entertain in the specific way that the novel can. That is, with story; with
surrogate life. And finally perhaps—illumination*? Help! Maybe I should stop there.
RAY:

Maybe we could continue if I ask you, finally, illuminations o/what and help
for what? Can we circumscribe the mystery of the earth, the earth's surface?

PRICE: Oh, I don't think it's very mysterious. I think it's illumination of the problems
of life. It's as simple as that. I think it's tragic that the novel has undergone in
the last fifty years a metamorphosis away from its old function, its chief function—and
perhaps the chief function of all literature—and that was instruction, the conveyance
of information and, one finally hoped, of wisdom. The Greeks, at least the classical
Greeks, looked upon the Iliad primarily as a book of instruction—how to be a good
and valiant man.
RAY:
Or wife.
PRICE: Or wife. Some of the great novelists of the earlier twentieth century began to
think of the novel as something decidedly other than that, as some of the
distinguished poets of the early twentieth century began to see other purposes for
poetry. My own guess would be, as a fairly well-informed onlooker, that the
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tremendous loss of readership which serious fiction and serious poetry have suffered,
not only in America but in all Western Europe in the last twenty or thirty years—my
guess would be that that loss is to a large extent attributable to fiction and poetry's
abdication of two things: their old contract to entertain, to amuse, to divert; and their
old contract to help, enlighten, advise, illuminate, expand. To educate, to lead out of
the lonely desperate self into the wider world of other like and unlike human beings.
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